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INTRODUCTION 


Marines have been involved with the F-4 Phantom from its ini¬ 
tial testing until its final phase-out from the active Naval Air Forces 
during the late 1980s, a period covering more than 30 years. 

When it first entered service during the early 1960s, the Phantom 
was the hottest fighter in service and it broke every speed and time to 
climb record then in existence. The Marines did their share of 
record-breaking with the Phantom. LTCOL Thomas H. Miller set a 
500 kilometer closed course speed record of 1.216.78 mph on 5 Sep¬ 
tember 1960. The world absolute speed record was set on 22 Novem¬ 
ber 1961 by LTCOL Robert B. Robinson in an F-4A(BuNo 142260). 
The speed runs were made at 45,000 feet, at an average speed of 
1,606.3 mph, which equates to nearly Mach 2.6. Robinson’s feat was a 
testament to both man and machine, since he was required to main¬ 
tain altitude to within 100 feet during the twenty mile speed runs (two 
runs through the timing gates, in opposite directions, are required 
for an FAI certified speed record). LT William C. McGraw, Jr. set the 
9,000 and 12,000 meter time to climb records on 1 March 1962(61.62 
seconds and 77.15 seconds, respectively.). These Project High Jump 
missions were flown at NAS Brunswick, Maine. The rate of climb 
achieved in these two missions exceeded 30,000 feet per minute! 

The first Marine Corps Phantom squadrons were VMF(AW)- 
531, at Marine Corps Air Station (MCAS) Beaufort, South Carolina, 
under LTCOL Robert F. Foxworth, and VMF(AW)-314, at MCAS El 
Toro, California, under LTCOL Robert J. Barbour who had been the 
first Marine to fly the Phantom (BuNo 143388) in October of 1959 at 
NATC Patuxent River, Maryland. Both squadrons transitioned to 
the Phantom during the Spring of 1962. The ‘AW’ in the squadron 
designation indicated the squadron was an all weather fighter squad¬ 
ron. Later, it was more properly replaced with the VMFA designa¬ 
tion, with the A' indicating attack, which is what the Marines intended 
to use their new fighter for anyway. 

The third Marine squadron to receive the Phantom was VMFA- 
513, at MCAS El Toro, followed by VMFA-542. All four squadrons 
deployed to Atsugi, Japan, during 1963-65 to become part of Marine 
Air Group 11 (MAG-11). MAG-11 deployed to Danang, South Viet¬ 
nam, during 1965. It was the beginning of an eight year commitment 
to the war zone, which finally ended when VMFA-232 left Nam 
Phong, Thailand, during September of 1973. 

USMC squadrons which flew the Phantom in combat in South¬ 
east Asia included: 


VMFA-115 Silver Eagles 
VMFA-232 Red Devils 
VMFA-323 Death Rattlers 
VM FA-334 Falcons 
VMFA-542 Bengals 


VMFA-122 Crusaders 
VM FA-314 Black Knights 
VMFA-333 Shamrocks 
VMFA-531 Gray Ghosts 

VMCJ-1 


Other USMC Phantom squadrons were: 

VMFAT-101 Sharpshooters VMFA-112 Wolfpack 

VM FAT-201 VM FA-212 Lancers 

VMFA-235 Death Angels (flew the F-8 Crusader in SEA 
combat) 

VMFA-251 Thunderbolts VMFA-312 Checkerboards 

VM FA-351 VM FA-451 Warlords 

VMFA-513 Flying Nightmares VMCJ-2 Playboys 

VMCJ-3 VMFP-3 Eyes of the Corps. 


With the popularization of Tom Wolfe's classic, “The Right 
Stuff," the mystique of the fighter pilot was catapulted into the 
public eye. Although its main characters were astronauts, “The 
Right Stuff’ went to the very core of what it takes to strap on a high 
performance, single-seat, yank and bank airplane. Literary fans and 
(to a much lesser degree) movie fans rediscovered military courage, 
idealized like it hadn't been since World War II. “The Right Stuff’ 
created a market for books, television, and movies about fighter 
pilots, and the market was quickly filled. 



LTCOL Thomas H. Miller broke the 500 km closed course speed record 
in an F4H-1 Phantom (BuNo 145311) on 5 September 1960. He set a 
new record of 1,216.78 mph. (U.S. Navy) 





The F4H-1 Phantom and its Lockheed F-104 Starfighter chase plane 
made a low pass over McDonnell employees after its record-breaking 
flight. (U.S. Navy) 


The original Phantoms were equipped with a McDonnell-designed ejec¬ 
tion seat. When McDonnell test pilot Zeke Huelsbeck was killed attempt¬ 
ing to eject from a disabled Phantom, the company switched to the 
Martin Baker Mk 5 seat. (U.S. Navy) 










If “The Right Stuff' did it for astronauts and rocket pilots, "Top 
Gun" did it for Naval Aviators and "Call to Glory” did it for USAF 
pilots; what popular book/film has done it for the Marines? If you 
can forget about “Black Sheep Squadron,” which claimed to recount 
the life and times of Pappy Boyington's VMF-214(a randy bunch of 
misfits commanded by the epitome of a hard-drinking, brawling, 
hell-for-leather Marine) then my candidate would be “The Great 
Santini.” 

Where “Black Sheep Squadron” was somewhat frivolous, and 
often downright silly, “The Great Santini” was a serious examina¬ 
tion of the life and times of a Marine Corps fighter pilot. “The Great 
Santini" was the true story of a Marine Corps fighter squadron com¬ 
mander. He was stubborn, arbitrary, and absolutely dedicated to the 
Corps. He epitomized the fighter pilot in every sense of the genre, 
being unconventional, competitive, dedicated and courageous. His 
courage and selflessness in his final moment of truth also epitomize 
what ultimate service to country is all about. Ultimate service to your 
country is where fact and the fictional glorification of the fighter 
pilot often diverge. Flying fighters is dangerous business, in war or 
peace, and the stakes are as high as they can get. 

An anonymous author penned the following tribute to fighter 
pilots: 

Say what you will about him: arrogant, cocky, boisterous, and a 
fun-loving fool to boot — he has earned his place in the sun. 
Across thespan of fifty years he has given thiscountrysomeofits 
proudest moments and most cherished military traditions. But 
fame is short-lived and the world little remembers. Almost 
forgotten are the 1.400fighter pilots who stood alone against the 
might of Hitler's Germany during the dark summer of 1940 — 
and in the words of Sir Winston Churchill gave England — Its 
finest hour. Gonefrom the hardstands at Duxford are the P-51’s 
with their checkerboard noses, that terrorized the finest fighter 
squadrons the Luftwaffe had. Dimly remembered is the 4th 


An F4H-1 (BuNo 149460k) of VMF(AW)-531 over MCAS Cherry Point, 
North Carolina during 1962. The Gray Ghosts of VMF(AW)-531 were 
either the first or second Marine Corps squadron to receive the Phan¬ 
tom, depending upon whose version (theirs or VMFA-314’s) of history 
you believe. (USMC via Jack Hunt) 


Fighter Group that gave Americans some of their few proud 
moments in the skies over Korea. How fresh in recall are the Air 
Commandos, who valiantly struck the VC with their aging A-1 
Skyraiders in the rain-and-blood-soaked valley called A Shau? 

And how long will be remembered the F-105 Thuds over Route 
Package Six and the flak-filled skies above Hanoi? So here's a 
"nickleon the grass" to you, my friend, for your spirit, enthusiasm, 
sacrifice, and courage, but most of all, to your friendship. Yours 
is a dying breed and when you are gone — the world will be a 
lesser place. 

Fighter pilots are a breed apart and so are Marines. Put the two 
together and you get more arrogance, enthusiasm, boisterousness, 
and...right stuff...per square foot than almost anywhere else. It is an 
elite of the elite (I think the same thing would happen if you gave the 
82nd Airborne its own jet fighter squadrons). Marines are uncon¬ 
ventional and you are about to find out how that translates to com¬ 
bat in the F-4 Phantom. 

In “USMC Phantoms in combat”, you will read the personal 
combat narratives of six Marine F-4 pilots. Their war was the Viet¬ 
nam War, an altogether unsatisfactory period of U.S. military his¬ 
tory. Unsatisfactory because, in the final analysis, the American 
public was unwilling to accept John F. Kennedy’s challenge to "go 
anywhere and pay any price in the defense of liberty." President 
Kennedy chose Southeast Asia as the testing ground for his world 
vision of America as the defender of democracy. Unfortunately, 
both he and his successor lacked the political or moral courage to 
follow through on this choice. JFK saw the loss of Vietnam as the 
road to defeat in the 1964 elections and did not want to let the 
American electorate think that he was giving up on Southeast Asia. 
His attempts to control events in Vietnam led to the assasination of 
one of the two strong Vietnamese leaders. When President Diem was 
killed in a Kennedy-approved coup, the only strong Vietnamese 
leader left was Ho Chi Minh. 

LBJ inherited a policy which required total commitment to be 
successful. He also inherited advisors who saw Vietnam as a politi¬ 
cal liability — not the battleground of democracy. Lyndon Johnson's 
choice of civilian advisors did not enhance that thinking. His Viet¬ 
nam policies were founded on the premise that the enemy would set¬ 
tle for something less than total victory and that they would be 
willing to make a deal. That is a dangerous assumption if your 
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enemy has the means to destroy you. It is a stupid assumption if you 
have the means to destroy your enemy, while he has little more than 
the ability to harass you. 

The American Military was never defeated during the Vietnam 
War. Neither was it ever allowed to be totally victorious. The rules of 
engagement, as defined in Washington, denied the military the com¬ 
plete military victory which was always possible. Every Marine 
aviator in the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing was issued a card with the 
Rules of Engagement. This card was small enough (2 1/2 inches by 3 
inches when folded in half) to be carried in the sleeve pocket of a 
flight suit. The rules read: 

GENERAL RULES OF ENGAGEMENT 
FOR THE FIRST MARINE AIRCRAFT WING IN RVN 

1. Visually identify target or target marker (except TPQ-10. MSQ-77, 
or DIANE system). 

2. Know position of friendly forces. 

3. Radio contact if working with FAC/TACA. 

4. Wingmen and helicopter gunners or crew are only authorized to 
fire on command of the flight leader or pilot in command. 

5. IN EMERGENCY SITUATION with no qualified means of con 
trol, the following may designate a target: 

a. Ground unit commanders or U.S. advisors engaged with 
hostiles (must possess radio capabilities). 

b. Army target identifying pilot (TIP). 

c. Pilot of aircraft or helicopter who is taking fire that presents 
an immediate threat to himself and/or members of the crew 

AND CAN: 

(1) Positively identify the source. 

(2) Positively orient a strike. 





A Marine Corps F-4B Phantom II about to plug into the refueling recep¬ 
tacle from a KC-130F tanker over Southeast Asia. The KC-130 was the 
primary tanker for the Marine Phantom squadrons. (USMC) 


SPECIFIC RULES OF ENGAGEMENT FOR STRIKE 

PILOTS AND N.F.O. 

1. Must have positive radio contact with designated control agency 
(airborne or ground). 

2. Must have visual contact with target or target marker (except 
TPQ-10, MSQ-77, DIANE). 

3. Know position of friendlies. 

4. Defend selves against ground fire providing: 

a. Source can be visually identified. 

b. Strike can be positively oriented against the source. 

c. Fire of such intensity that counter action is necessary. 


VMFA-531 manned the Key West hot pad during the Cuban Missile 
Crisis and was one of the first Marine Corps squadrons to see combat in 
Southeast Asia. The F4H designation for the Phantom had been changed 
to F-4B by this time. (USMC via Fuller) 
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The KC-130F Hercules tanker is capable of carrying 3,600 gallons of 
fuel in fuselage tanks and can refuel two aircraft simultaneously from 
drogues deployed from wing tanks. The KC-130F was able to transfer 
up to 31,000 pounds of fuel while flying at a speed of 355 mph and an 
altitude of 25,000 feet. (USMC) 



Marine squadrons flying the Pacific (known as a Trans-Pac) refueled 
from KC-130F tankers between California and Hawaii. Normally two 
F-4s would refuel at a time and when they finished the next two would 
refuel until the entire squadron had been topped off. (USMC) 


5. Strike at night only with flares, unless under control of TPQ- 
10. MSQ-77 or DIANE system. 

REMEMBER 

1. When in doubt hold your fire!! 

2. Know location of friendlies! 

3. Minimize non-combatant casualties and civilian property 
damage! 

Number one, above, is an accurate assessment of Washington's 
policy in Vietnam. The politicians were often in doubt and usually 
held their fire. Asking a pilot who is flying a jet fighter at speeds of 
400 to 600 knots when he drops his bombs to minimize non-comba¬ 
tant casualties and civilian property damage is ridiculous. Quite 
often, the ground troops had a tough time sorting out the good guys 
from the bad guys, and the communists had no compunctions about 
hiding behind the civilian populace, or using their property for 
shelter. 

It was abundantly clear to those who were doing the fighting that 
they could not win as long as these rules, or some form of them, 
remained in effect. In spite of this, the military soldiered on. trusting 
to the political wisdom of American civilian leadership. Their job 
was to do the best they could under the circumstances. They did 
that...and more. The stories of individual courage and sacrifice that 
come out of the Vietnam War are our only national solace from that 
period and Marine Corps Phantom pilots provided their share of 
those stories. 


VMFA-531 F-4B Phantoms shared the Danang Air Base flight line with 
U.S. Air Force North American F-100 Super Sabres during April of 1965. 
For most of the war, Danang was a joint USMC/USAF base. (USMC) 
















DAVE FULLER 

Dave Fuller’s military career spanned a period of twenty years 
and he retired at the ripe old age of 35! The fact that he was able to 
enlist in the Army when he was only fourteen and complete a four 
year hitch without anyone realizing his adolescent status was re¬ 
markable, especially since he had enlisted when everyone else was 
getting out of the service during the post-war draw-down of the 
armed forces which began during 1946. 

Fuller re-enlisted in the Marine Corps during 1950, at the begin¬ 
ning of the Korean War. He served as a Marine infantryman and was 
decorated during his two combat tours. He returned from Korea as a 
Buck Sergeant with a hankering for something more from the Ma¬ 
rines than the infantry offered. The word was circulating that the 
Marines were looking for volunteers to train as Airborne Intercept 
Officers (AIOs) for their fledgling fleet of F3D Skyknight all weather 
interceptors. Dave volunteered and was one of thirteen men accep¬ 
ted from the 300 volunteers that applied for the program. That was 
the beginning of his career as a professional AIO, Radar Intercept 
Officer (RIO) and Naval Flight Officer (NFO), a back-seater to the 
pilot community. 

At the time when the Phantom II was still a McDonnell com¬ 
pany project, in competition with the Vought F8U-3 Crusader for the 
next Navy fighter contract. Fuller decided that he would like to visit 
McDonnell Aircraft on his next leave. He wanted to find out as 
much as he could, first-hand, about this new fighter. He wrote 
McDonnell explaining who he was, and why he was interested. 
McDonnell wrote back extending an invitation to visit the factory 
when he got to St. Louis. 

His reception at McDonnell Aircraft was pure VIP (Very Impor¬ 
tant Person). Mr. Mac himself welcomed Fuller, while other com¬ 
pany high ranking brass waited in the reception area. McDonnell 
explained that getting the opinions of the guys who would fly his air¬ 
plane operationally was sometimes much more important that any¬ 
thing the brass might have to say. Dave was given a complete tour of 
the factory and questioned at length about his job and how the air¬ 
plane could be designed to facilitate the mission. He was impressed 
with just about everything he saw at McDonnell and left the factory 
hoping he would get the chance to fly in the Phantom II. 

He served with VMFA-542, at MCAS El Toro, California, until 
they turned in their Skyknights (and AIOs) for the single seat F4D 
Skyray. Fuller went to GCA (Ground Controlled Approach) school 
and was commissioned as a Warrant Officer in 1961. During 1962, he 
was assigned to VMFA-531, one of the first Marine squadrons to get 
the new F4H Phantom II. They began transition training in July of 
1962 and, as an East Coast squadron, they were included in the 


VMFA-531 deployed to Danang, South Vietnam, from its base at Atsugi, 
Japan, with the first aircraft arriving on 10 April 1965. The aircraft would 
never again look as clean as they were upon arrival at Danang. (USMC) 

Florida build-up during the Cuban Missile Crisis in October of 
1962. During that period, new pilots reporting into the squadron 
stood hot pad duty after only eleven hours experience in the aircraft. 
As Fuller says, “The hot pad really was hot at that time!” His combat 
experience was limited to a three month period during 1965, which 
came at the end of a one year Far East tour for VMFA-531. The events 
leading up to Vietnam were almost as exciting as those first combat 
missions. This is his story. 

We were fortunate because we were very experienced in the 
Phantom before we went to Vietnam. I would guess that the 
average must have been about 500 hours per crew, so we really 
knew the airplane. Unfortunately, all of that time had been 
spent practicing the interceptor mission. When we got the word 
that we were going to Vietnam, we were told that we would be 
utilizing the Phantom in its "other" role...dropping bombs. A 
great deal of our experience in air-to-ground had been right at 
the beginning of our Phantom flying. After the Cuban Missile 
Crisis we were sent to NAS Key West to man the hot pad. We 
stoodfive minute alerts and actually did a lot of scrambles after 
off-course airliners. Since we were in an actual real-life air 
defense posture, we got all the spares and flying that we wanted. 

VMFA-314 was the first Phantom squadron to transpac to 
Japan and we were the second. Our route wasfrom Cherry Point 
to California, on to Hawaii, then island-hop to Japan. We were 
part of MAG-11 at MCAS Atsugi, Japan, and as things began 
heating up in Vietnam, we trained like we knew we would be 
going there. Our squadron stayed together, as a squadron, lon¬ 
ger than any others that I know of...probably at least three years. 

In late 1964 we were sent to the Philippines to prepare for Viet¬ 
nam. Many of our pilots had no air-to-ground experience and, 
with the exception of those of us who had come up through the 
enlisted ranks and seen air-to-groundfrom the ground, none of 
the RIOs had any bomb-dropping experience. There was a lot of 
head scratching as we tried to figure out what books to pull out 
for review and just how to go about getting proficient at drop¬ 
ping bombs. 

There was a little island off the coast of NAS Cubi Point, 
Philippines, and we began using that as our target. At first, the 
island itself was used as the bulls-eye, and we counted it a suc¬ 
cessful mission if we hit the island. None of our airplanes were 
wiredfor dropping bombs and that created some very interest¬ 
ing situations. As I recall, all the intervalometers were wired 
backwards and you never quite knew what was going to happen 
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LTCOL William C. McGraw, Jr. was the commander of VMFA-531 when it 
moved from Atsugi to Oanang. Marine KC-130s refueled the Phantoms 
enroute and the move was completed on 11 April. Their first combat 
missions were flown two days later, on 13 April 1965. (USMC) 

when you hit the pickle button. We would roll in, hit the pickle, 
have nothing come off, pull off, then sit there wondering how to 
get rid of the ordnance. Some of the switchology was pretty 
arcane...stuff like, "pickle, reset, pickle, pickle, reset pickle. ” (I 
don "t know if that is how it actually went, but you get the idea.) 

You can imagine how difficult that made the bomb runs. There 
you are, on the perch, trying to remember the exact switchology 
for droppingthe bombs beforeyou even considered the geometry 
of the bomb run. 

In spite of the problems, we did havefun! A lot ofthefun was 
off duty, and was sponsored by the Captain of one of the ships 
which had been involved in the Tonkin Gulf Incident. This par¬ 
ticular officer had begun his career as a Marine Corps enlisted 
man and he never forgot his Marine roots. We met him at the 
Cubi Point Officer 's Club and struck up an immediate friendship. 

It seemed like every other drink inspired the Marine Hymn. His 
ship was in port for a little over a week and we all but chased 
everyone else out of the club during that time, with our drinking 
and singing. All we had to do to earn a round of drinksfrom the 
Navy was to buzz his ship when we took offon the first mission of 
the day. The runway orientation at Cubi was such that a buzz 
job of a ship tied up in the harbor could be accomplished 
immediately after takeoff if you did a wingover after retracting 
gear and flaps. The first mission of the day was usually about 
0600, and some of those nights in the club didn t end until 0100. 
Some of those wingovers were kind of exciting! 

The late nights were tough on the early missions, but we pre¬ 
ferred them anyway, since it got so hot during the day. It was not 
uncommon to see runway temperatures of 120 to 130 degrees in 
the afternoons. Generally, we flew three missions per day, and 
did them consecutively. After landing, we would taxi to the 
refueling pit, “hot"’ refuel and rearm, then take off on the next 
mission. If you were lucky, you were finished by noon. If you 
started at / 100, you usually suffered through some terrific heat 
and didn "t finish until 1600. Those middle-of-the-day missions 
produced some interesting experiences too. 

It was January of1965 and we wereflying as much as poss¬ 
ible, trying to work up our proficiency at dropping bombs. We 
hadn "t carried much of anything but missiles prior to this and 
our CO had instituted a policy of no-flap takeoffs to get us air¬ 
borne faster in air defense scramble situations. That worked 
O.K. with the lighter air defense weapons loading (missiles and 


Danang Air Base, South Vietnam was a large complex housing both 
Marine units and U.S. Air Force squadrons. The base was under the 
operational control of the Air Force. (USMC) 



drop tanks) and in cooler temperatures, but when we started 
loading the airplanes with bombs and encountered some of 
those horrendous afternoon temperatures in the Philippines, it 
got real scary. 

On one of those afternoons, we were the fourth or fifth air¬ 
plane in the flight to take the runway. It was hot and we were 
heavily loaded. As we lifted off, it became apparent that we were 
in trouble. The airplane was flying, but it was not accelerating 
and it was not climbing. It just sat on the edge of a stall, 150feet 
in the air, with about a 45 degree angle of attack, heading for the 
big mountain off the end of the runway. By this time, the pilot 
and I had flown together for a long time and we had our 
emergency procedures pretty well worked out. If he gave the 
word, I was prepared to eject. It became obvious that we had 
flown into a blind alley, and there was no way out at our weight 
and control configuration. This was before our ejection seats 
had "zero zero' capability (which allows aircrews to eject at zero 
altitude and zero airspeed and survive.) We were well out of the 
ejection envelope, but, under the circumstances, it was still the 
best choice and when he gave me the word I pulled the seat 
handle. 

We were practically right in front of the control tower at the 
time and, fortunately, this particular system worked perfectly, 
with the parachute opening a split-second before I hit the ground. It 
didn ’/ kill me, but it did break my back and injure my tongue (I 
wasn t smart enough to think of anyplace but between my teeth 
to store my tongue before the ejection). Amazingly, the force of 
the ejection, combined with the loss of a few hundred pounds of 
weight, allowed the pilot to fly the airplane out of its "almost 
stalled" condition and he landed safely. It took me almost two 
months to get back on flight status, but the squadron still had 
not been sent to Vietnam, so I didn't miss much of anything. I 
did miss survival training, or "snake school " as we called it and 
some of my squadron mates accused me of deliberately break¬ 
ing my back to avoid it, which gives you an idea of how much we 
enjoyed snake school. The squadron returned to Japan after 
snake school, leaving me behind to recuperate. I rejoined them 
in time to make the move to Vietnam. 

We had been expecting to go the Vietnam for months. Alert 
had followed alert, always with the disappointment of a stand- 
down. Towards the latter part of March, we were on alert for a 
solid week with no result. On Friday afternoon we got the word 
to stand-down...go out and have a good time...which we never 
had trouble doing. As we straggled in early Saturday morning 
we were told that there was an 0800 briefing for the move to Viet¬ 
nam — THAT DAY! We hardly had a chance to get excited 
though before they called it off again and dismissed us for the 
day. But before any of us could get to the front gate, we were 
recalled and told to grab whatever we couldfit into the airplanes 
and report to operations for the briefing. We were going to Viet¬ 
nam — NOW! 

Twelve airplanes left for Danang that day, arriving in Viet¬ 
nam during the afternoon. Three others had various small pro¬ 
blems and these were assigned to the most experienced crews, 
who were told, "to get there anyway you can by Sunday after¬ 
noon. '' I was in one of those three crews and we managed to get 
to Danang on Sunday, using mutual support to overcome the 
various avionics problems of the three airplanes. 

Robert McNamara was Secretary of Defense at that time 
and he was taking a lot of heat from the press because of a lack 
of ordnance. During early 1965 there was great popular support 
for the war and any shortage of weapons created great political 
pressures. He denied that there was an ordnance shortage, but 
we certainly did not have everything we were supposed to have. 
Our main mission was close air support for the Marines and 
about the only weapons we had in any numbers were500pound 
bombs and 5 inch Zuni air-to-ground rockets. The 500 poun¬ 
ders were not the greatest for precision close air support, so we 
tried to save the Zuni rocketsfor those missions. Later on we got 
napalm, but it was the old World War II type in large red tanks. 










We never knew for sure whether it would even go off when we 
dropped it. According to the Air Force, you never bring ordnance 
back. They always figured it was too dangerous to land with live 
bombs, but if you don't have enough to begin with, you are 
reluctant to waste what you do have, so we usually brought back 
what we didn "t drop. 

Danang was a joint Marine and Air Force base and their 
tower operators would always ask us what those big red tanks 
were. In order to avoid arguments, we told them that they were 
fuel tanks. We were fortunate that we could scrounge whatever 
we needed to get the job done, but it was not easy at times. We 
had no bomb loader and you can imagine what it was like try¬ 
ing to load 500 pound bombs by hand. Naturally, we went 
across the field and "borrowed" one from the Air Force. When 
they found out where it went, they came and took it back. Then 
we went and ' "borrowed'' another andfinally managed to hang 
onto one long enough to get us through the tour. 

The squadron Commanding Officer at the time. COL 
McGraw, and I few the first combat mission for the squadron. It 
was a close air support mission, under the control of a Forward 
Air Controller (FAC) fyiug an 0-1 Bird Dog. It was a pretty 
unremarkable way to begin a combat tour. The fact that we had 
no perimeter security around our compound was potentially 
more exciting than the missions. Because of my combat infan¬ 
tryman background, I was put in charge of security. That was a 
challenge because we had no individual weapons to speak of. 
We managed to trade various items to the ground Marines for 
some Ml 4 rifes, some old machine guns, and a few' hand 
grenades. We felt a little safer and fortunately, we never had to 
use them. 

We settled into a routine of flying missions during the day, 
then coming back for a few beers at the club and a check of the 
perimeter security before calling it a night. One mission that 
sticks out in my mind was an unscheduled night mission. I had 
already fown two missions that day and was relaxing with my 
second or third beer when the word came down that one of the 
regularly scheduled crews had to cancel out and a replacement 
urn needed. The mission was the closest thing to a milk run that 
we got. It was a radar bombing run. All we had to do was fy an 
assigned course, up around 30,000 feet, and pickle off our 
bombs on commandfrom the ground radar station, which used 
radar offsets to figure the bomb release point. These were fown 
against area targets, where absolute precision was not a prere¬ 
quisite. I volunteered to fy the mission, along with a pilot I was 
not normally assigned to (since it was so routine, wefigured the 
couple of beers we had wouldn "t impair our performance). 





LTCOL Harry G. Robinson, Executive Officer of MAG-13 at Chu Lai, 
takes off on a close air support mission for Marine ground troops in con¬ 
tact with the enemy on 1 July 1967. The Phantom is loaded with Mk 82 
low drag bombs and two wing tanks. (USMC) 

When we got to the briefing, we discovered that the name of 
the game had been changed. The mission was now close air sup¬ 
port, under flares dropped by "Spooky", the Air Force AC-47 
gunship which was armed with three six-barreled 7.62mm mini¬ 
guns, each capable of firing 6,000 rounds per minute. Spooky 
also carriedflares, a big load of gas and was being used as a FAC 
for fighters, as well as providing some pretty awesomefirepower 
on its own. Bombing under flares is a tough mission, which 
requires you to concentrate and react quickly to avoid losing 
control of the airplane. It is also a guaranteed vertigo-producer. 

This was thefirst time we had everflown this mission, so we had 
no previous experience. In fact, we had never even been trained 
for this mission! And this was for real. The mission had been 
changed because there were troops in contact who desparately 
needed the support. We did get there and managed to repulse the 
attack, though we had a very interesting moment when we lost 
one engine in the middle of ourfinal bomb run. Fortunately, we 
managed to get it re-lit and returned to Danang...where we 
really needed another beer! 

Dave returned to MCAS El Toro. California, with the squadron 
after its brief three month tour in Vietnam. He was later transferred 
to VMFA-122 and helped get that squadron ready to go to Vietnam. 
He retired before they left and eventually started his own manage¬ 
ment company in Dallas, Texas, where he resides today. 



Another early arrival in Vietnam were the Black Knights of VMFA-314. 
This F-4B is armed with rocket pods and Second World War vintage 
bombs. The low drag Mark 80 series of bombs were in short supply dur¬ 
ing 1965 and early 1966, until production lines reached full capacity. 


Loaded with bombs for a close air support mission, an F-4B of VMFA- 
314, flown by COL Norman W. Courley, commander of Marine Air Group 
13 (MAG-13), flies wing on an A-4F Skyhawk flown by COL Rex A. Dessy, 
commander of MAG-12. (USMC) 











MAJ E.R. Black was flying his 300th and final mission with VMFA-314 
when a hydraulic failure prevented his port main landing gear leg from 
extending. The runway at Chu Lai was foamed and, after two attempts, 
Black landed safely. The F-4B sustained minor damage and was later 
repaired. (USMC) 



(Above) MAJs John Tyler (left) and Robert Miller of VMFA-314 took thir¬ 
teen hits in their Phantom over North Vietnam on 19 March 1967. The 
biggest hole was from a shell that caused an engine fire. The fire went 
out after they shut down the engine, enabling them to make a safe land¬ 
ing at Danang. (USMC) 



Two Marine ground crewmen man a portable fuel pump at Chu Lai’s fuel 
pit to refuel F-4Bs of Marine Air Group 13 (MAG-13/VMFA-314) after a 
mission on 11 August 1967. (USMC) 



(Below) An F-4B (BuNo 151405) of VMFA-314 at Ubon Royal Thai Air 
Base, Thailand during 1968. As the war went on, Marine Corps Phan¬ 
toms began to sprout the lumps and bumps of additional avionics and 
electronic counter measures equipment. (Al Piccirillo via Norm Taylor) 






LTCOL DICK KINDSFATER 

...reported in to VM FA-314 in October of 1968. The total bombing 
moratorium on North Vietnam had just gone into effect, so all of the 
US airpower was being concentrated on South Vietnam, Laos, and 
Cambodia. VMFA-314 was short of backseaters, so an NFO could 
pretty much write his own flying ticket. He could, in fact, spend his 
whole tour climbing in and out of airplanes. That is what Dick did. 
flying some 600 combat missions while accumulating over 725 com¬ 
bat hours. His airplane was never hit by hostile fire and none of his 
missions were so extraordinary that they stand out in his mind. But 
his experiences were many and varied. They provide further insight 
into how the air war was fought. 

Over 90% of my missions were close air support of ground 
troops, with the balance being air combat patrols over Laos. 
During my tour, VMFA-314 lost three airplanes and two crews, 
while our sister squadron on the base, VMFA-115 averaged an 
airplane and crew each month. Practically all of the opposition 
in South Vietnam was from small arms with very few tracers, so 
we usually did not see them shooting at us. The FAC could see it 
and tell you about it, but the only time we saw the stuff they were 
shooting was when we went to Laos. In Laos we ran into fairly 
heavy concentrations of 37 MM and 5 7 MM anti-aircraft fire. Our 
tactic in Laos was to roll in high and fast, pickle at 9,000feet, 
and pull out by 6,000feet. That put us outside the effective range 
of most of the anti-aircraft fire, although I 'm not too sure we 
were really effective, dropping from those altitudes. 

Pilot technique had a lot to do with whether or not you got 
shot and everyone had their own ideas on how to avoid ground 
fire. In our squadron, wefigured the best idea was to go asfast as 
you could around the target and to never remain straight and 
levelfor very long. We always had G on the airplane as we "jin¬ 
ked'' to avoid possible ground fire. The fusing on most bombs 
limited your top speed, but we often pushed those limits and 
dropped most of our ordnance at 500 to 550 knots. We never had 
a problem with "dud'' bombs at those airspeeds! 

During my tour, I thought we were really kicking their butts. 

We flew anywhere we wanted, anytime we wanted, and they 
couldn't do a thing to stop us. I arrived in-country right after the 
battle ofKhe Sanh, which was the North Vietnamese Army's big 
push against the Marines. We really decimated them and we 
never encountered much resistance from them after that. The 
Marines were involved in four major campaigns while I was 
there and, as far as I could tell, they were never hurting for air 
support in any of them. 

The perspective you get flying missions is unique. I some¬ 
times flew six or seven missions a day, in three different coun¬ 
tries. You can't see much from the cockpit ofan F-4 at 550 knots, 
a mile above the ground, so our impressions were generated 
from much of what the FAC told us. We would check in, get a 
target, roll in, pickle, pull off and waitfor him to tell us what we 
had done. Now, that doesn t give you much of an idea of what 
the big picture is, but when you start going to the same places 
over and over again, you get a feeling for the flow of the action. 

When I went through training, the primary duty of the F-4 
backseaterwas defined as Radar Intercept Officer (RIO), which 
is an air-to-air mission. In Vietnam, there were very few mis¬ 
sions where we actually performed that duty. We acted as a co¬ 
pilot without controls, reading checklists, keeping the pilot 
advised of bombsight settings for the various dive angles, cross 
winds, airspeeds, calling off the airspeed and altitude during 
bomb runs, and using that second set of eyes. Our radar was 
built for air combat, but when you got good with it, you could 
use it in a limited ground-mapping mode. Many times, that was 
the only Navaidyou had. Over in Laos, for instance, the TACAN 
might start spinning and theNav Computerwasn't very good, so 
the radar allowed you to cross-check your position. Very often, it 
was the difference between getting back to base or not under 


"special VFR ” conditions. (Author's note: "Special VFR " is a 
clearance issued to operate under visual flight rules when min¬ 
imum ceiling and visibilities would otherwise dictate instru¬ 
ment flight rules.) If we lost our navigational radios, we were 
automatically operating VFR, whether we had VFR conditions 
or not. Special VFR was a clearance we issued ourselves, based 
on our judgement of whether or not we could see the ground and 
maintain separation from obstacles. The controllers didn't much 
like it, but the choices were often special VFR or eject from the 
airplane, since we didn't have enough gas to do much of any¬ 
thing else. 

I always considered the weather to be a bigger danger than 
the enemy. During the monsoon season, the field was right at 
minimums (100 foot ceiling, half mile visibility) or lower just 
about all the time and we operated twenty-four hours a day. It 
rained ajl the time and the runway had a high crown, so you had 
to be lined up pretty good on landing. We usually took shortfield 
arrestments when it was that wet. Some of the big thrills in that 
environment were getting back to the field when everyone else 
did, low on gas, and be told you were number thirteen for the 
GCA (Ground Controlled Approach). Figuring fifteen minutes 
per airplane on the GCA, it didn t take long for guys to start 
declaring emergencies and trying to buck the tine. That started a 
domino effect and pretty soon everyone had declared an emer¬ 
gency and the GCA was really squeezed. We tried to plan our 
fuel so that we had enough for a divert field. Thefirst divertfield 
was Danang, but since it had the same weather pattern as Chu 
Lai, you often had the same problems. We preferred to go to Phu 
Cat, the big USAF base to the south. Often their weather would 
be better than ours. When the weather really got bad, we had to 
plan our bingo fuel to go to Thailand, either Udom or Korat. 

That really limited the mission time and, while we had KC-I30 
Hercules tankers, they weren t always there when you needed 
them. You never counted on them, because as soon as you did, 
they wouldn’t be there. I would say that running out of gas was a 
bigger threat than enemy ground fire while I was there. 

I left Chu Lai during 1969 and returned to the states, where I 
joined VMFA-531.1 went through Top Gun and eventually got 
back to Southeast Asia with VMFA-l 15. The United States had 
left South Vietnam by that time and we were operating from 
Nam Phong, Thailand. Most people thought the war was over 
for the United States, but we were still flying combat missions 
during 1973 in support of the South Vietnamese Army and into 
Cambodia against the Khmer Rouge. By August of1973 Con¬ 
gress shut off allfundsfor combat operations and we shut down 
at Nam Phong and flew the airplanes to Japan. 

An ordnance maintenance man checks the electrical circuits on the 
launch rails before loading a pair of Zuni rockets into their tube launchers 
aboard an F-4B of VMFA-115, on 4 September 1968. The Zuni was the 
largest rocket used by the Marines in Vietnam. (USMC) 









The Marines used this TD-4595 Darwood Tractor to tow Phantoms, like A Sats weapon loader moves Mk 82 low drag bombs, already mounted 
this F-4B of VFMA-122, around the flight line at Danang. (USMC) on a Multiple Ejector Rack (MER), on the VMFA-122 flight line at Danang 

during 1968. (USMC) 


A Marine Ordnanceman inserts the nose fuse into a 250 pound Snakeye This Ordnanceman is gently installing a nose fuse on a 250 pound 

bomb on the outboard wing station of a MAG-13 Phantom. Normally bomb. The F-4 is loaded with a MER (six bombs) on the outboard station 

bombs were not carried on the outboard stations because it restricted and a TER (three bombs) on the inboard station. (USMC) 

the aircraft’s maneuverability. (USMC) 



The Sats weapons loader used by VMFA-122 at Danang greatly speeded 
up the rearming of Phantoms between missions. Without the loader the 
bombs would have had to be loaded on the MERs after they were 
attached to the aircraft, a much slower process. (USMC) 


















































By 3 August 1966, VMFA-115 was delivering its three-millionth pound of During Operation STARUTE in August of 1965, air support missions 
ordnance against the communists. Master Sergeant Raymond W. Smith were flown almost non-stop. To quickly turn around the Phantoms, 

watched PFC George L. Brown install the fuse on the bomb that set the ground crews hand loaded the bombs; even 500 pounders! (USMC) 
record. (USMC) 


A pair of F-4Bs from VMFA-542 Bengals enroute to targets above the 
DMZ. They were accompanied by a Tactical Air Coordinator in a TA-4. 
The TACs flew higher performance jets than FACs, who flew 0-1 Bird 
Dogs, allowing TACs to control strikes against targets in higher threat 
environments. (USMC) 


















Manny Simpson and his RIO man their F-4B Phantom at Danang for a 
mission against communist troops in I Corps. (Simpson) 


MANNY SIMPSON 

Manny (Manliff) Simpson joined the Marine Corps when he 
graduated from High School, taking advantage of the Platoon Leaders 
Course offered by the Marines. During 1959, the United States had 
the draft and it was a pretty good bet that you were going to do your 
duty for your country for at least two years in the service of its 
choice...unless you exercised the options offered by joining up before 
your number came up in the draft. The Marine Corps PLC was one 
of the best programs being offered at the time. Under this program, 
you attended boot camp during two of your college summer vacations. 
Then, upon graduation from college, you were commissioned a 2nd 
Lieutenant in the Marine Corps. 

Manny's father had flown F6F Hellcats for the Navy during 
World War II and he convinced Manny that becoming a Naval 
Aviator was his best choice. So when he graduated from the Univer¬ 
sity of Illinois in September of 1964, Manny was sent to Pensacola to 
begin flight training. The process of creating Naval Aviators from 
eager young men. many of whom (like Manny) had never even been 
in an airplane, is an intense procedure. Ground school at Pensacola, 
primary in the T-34 at Saufley Field, on to jets (if your grades are 
high enough-otherwise helicopters or transports) at Meridian, Mis¬ 
sissippi, flying the T-2 Buckeye. Basic formation, instruments and 
finally carrier qualifications on the USS LEXINGTON in the Gulf 
of Mexico. Then on to Kingsville, Texas, where the art of flying 
fighters is refined in the F9F-8T Cougar. If you survive, you will get 
your wings two years after entering the program. 

One of the best things about the Marine Corps program at that 
time was the choice of assignments offered you when you received 
your wings. As Manny said, “There just weren't that many of us and 
you pretty much had your choice of where you wanted to go." The 
basic choices were MCAS El Toro, California; MCAS Cherry Point. 
North Carolina; or MCAS Beaufort, South Carolina. Most graduates 
were opting for sunny California, but Manny consulted the instruc¬ 
tors, who advised him that if he wanted to get a lot of flying, he 
should go to Beaufort. Since the Vietnam War was beginning to heat 
up and he felt sure he would be sent to Southeast Asia, Manny 
decided his best bet would be to go to Beaufort and gain as much 
experience as possible before going to war. When he reported in at 
Beaufort, he was given his choice of squadrons. He could pick the 
single-seat A-4 or F-8. or he could fly the Navy/Marine Corps newest 
and hottest fighter...the F-4B Phantom II. He chose the Phantom 
and was assigned to VMFA-251. His choice of Beaufort paid off in 
extra flying... 150 hours more than the average “new guy" by the time 
he arrived in South Vietnam. 

But before he left for Southeast Asia, he was chosen to fill one of 
the many quotas each squadron is allocated for training purposes. 
The quota slot was for one attendee at the Marine Corps Forward Air 
Control school. Graduates were qualified to serve with ground units. 


since the Marine Corps figured that pilots would make the most 
effective use of air support because they were familiar with its capa¬ 
bilities and limitations. The school lasted two months and a week 
after graduation, Manny was on his way to Vietnam. His narrative of 
some of the highlights of his tour follows: 

When I reported to MAG-32 (Marine Air Group 32) at Chu 
Lai during 1967, there were three F-4 squadrons on the station. I 
was assigned to VMFA-542 and thefirst words out of the C.O. 's 
mouth were, “Boy, am I glad to see you! " The squadron had 
eighteen airplanes and twelve pilots. They had not had any 
replacements for months and the normal rotational attrition 
had whittled their strength down to about half of what it should 
have been. 

I had been there a couple of days and was well into my in- 
country’ training, when the C.O. called me into his office. He 
said, " You 're not going to believe this, but we got hit with one of 
these quota things again and I have to send someone to a ground 
unit as a FAC. I don't want to send one of my experienced pilots, 
since I am already unable to meet my mission requirements 
so...you re it! ’' He was pretty smart though, because the Marines 
also had rule that said you couldn t serve as a FAC unless you 
had been in-country for at least six months. He figured that he 
would send me up there, thereby fulfilling his quota, and when 
they discovered that I was a new guy, they would send me back 
and call up the next unit on the list. His parting words were. 
“Make damn sure you tell them you haven 't been here very 
long!” 

Well, sure enough, I got sent down to the 1st Battalion, 1st 
Marines, outside of Danang. After about a week, I mentioned 
that I had only been in-country for a couple of weeks. They said, 

"Well, this is all screwed up, and we’re going to have to check on 
it.'' But in the meantime, I got to go out on several missions with 
the ground pounders and saw how they operated. It was very 
interesting...not what I was trainedfor and not something that I 
wanted to do on a regular basis...but interesting. It took the 
upper echelon about a month to decide that they had made a 
mistake and another two weeks to get the paper work processed, 
but just like the C.O. had predicted, I was back in the squadron 
within two months. This time, I stayed there. 

When I returned to the squadron, I discovered that they were 
not much better off, manpower-wise, than when I left. From 
May until November of19671 was with VMFA-542. When they 
rotated to Japan, I stayed in country and was transferred to the 
General Staff at Danang. White there, I flew missions with 
VMFA-122. 

VMFA-542flew a lot of missions into North Vietnam, but 
rarely went to Pack Six. We did go to Vinh though and that was 
a real bad area, as was the northern part of Laos, up around 
Tchepone. We took a lot of hits in those areas. When Iflew with 
VMFA-122, we flew a lot ofBARCAP missions...air-to-air stuff... 
up in the Pack Six area. 542’s missions were almost always pure 
air-to-ground — interdiction or close air support. We had to 
maintain hot pads, with the crews manning the airplanes, 
twenty-four hours a day to be able to react to close air supportfor 
troops in contact with the enemy. With the hot pad manned, we 
could get airborne within a minute. In our primary area of 
operations, we could reach those kinds of targets within a few 
minutes. 

Most of the ground fire we saw was automatic weapons, 
small arms. Everythingfrom AK-47sto 50 calibers...quadfifties, 
and some 20mm. There were a few spots in the mountains where 
they would shoot at you with some heavier stuff. These were 
areas that contained permanent NVA base camps...places like 
theAshau Valley and Khe Sanh...that was where you would see 
flak. I don t remember exactly how many airplanes we lost dur¬ 
ing that period, but between the three squadrons, it was quite a 
few. Because of the circumstances, we were never sure exactly 
what happened to a lot of them. Most of our losses in 542 were 
due to groundfire and I would guess that we lost nine or ten air¬ 
planes during my tour. Out of that total, about half of the crews 
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got out and were picked up. I personally saw three of them go 
down and all were hit by nothing larger than 50 caliber. The 
thing about that was, you didn't always know they were shoot¬ 
ing at you. Sometimes they wouldfire tracers and you would see 
them going by the canopy...maybe you would hear a couple of 
hits, but in most cases, you just didn t realize you were being shot 
at unless the ground FAC told you they were shooting at you. 
Many, many times I returned from a mission with holes in the 
airplane without even realizing I was taking fire. 

lean remember a couple of cases of guys ejecting, then pro¬ 
viding close air support to keep the enemy away until the helos 
could come in and drag them out. But I remember many more 
where they just went straight in. In those cases, you never knew 
what happened. We supposed it was groundfire that got them, 
but we never knew for sure. After all, you are flying so fast, so 
close to the ground, and when something happens...you get 
hit...or you are concentrating on a target...or get distracted by 
any number of things...and the next thing you know, you bore a 
smoking hole in the ground. 

We flew a lot of night missions. We flew TPQ' missions up 
north and, for about two months in the middle of my tour, Iflew 
two missions a night...every night. These missions were laid on to 
react to fresh intelligence. For instance, a recce flight that day 
would spot a new SAM site or truck park in central or southern 
North Vietnam and we would be fragged to hit it. I would nor¬ 
mally go down for briefing about 2330, take off for thefirst mis¬ 
sion about 0100, fly for an hour and a half, come back, brief and 
take off again. You usually got back from the second hop about 
0600, just in timefor breakfast. I did that every day...seven days 
a week...for two months...with no time off for good behavior 
...good weather, bad weather...it didn't matter, we went. 

One of toughest missions I flew occurred during the late Fall 
of1967. We normally maintained a hot pad twenty-four hours a 
day, so that we could react to callsfor help from troops in contact 
with the enemy. But during this period, they shut down the run¬ 
way at Chu Lai for repairs. In order to maintain our sortie rate 
and provide the close air support the ground pounders needed, 
we operated off of the taxiway. At that time of the war, there was 
a lot of pressurefrom Washington to produce numbers...sorties, 
tonnage of bombs, body counts, enemy vehicles or structures 
destroyed...that sort of thing. In order to produce those numbers, 
we were operatingfully loaded F-4s off of a taxiway, which was 
not very wide, was certainly not level and had no arresting gear 
at the end of it. So, if you had a problem, you were dead...there 
wasjust no way to stop. Fortunately, our guys were good and we 
were doing this only during the daytime, so we didn’t lose any¬ 
body. With the runway repairs going on, we didn t have any 
lights on the airport at all. For all intents and purposes, the base 
was shut down at night. So, even though we were manning the 

With empty MERs on the inboard wing stations, MAJ John Hubner rolls 
out with his drag chute deployed, on return to Chu Lai after a mission 
against VC troops who had attacked Republic of Korea Marines in I 
Corps on 11 June 1967. (USMC) 


hot pad at night, the situation was very loose. People were not in 
that "ready for action mode" they normally acquired on the 
hot pad. 

On the night of my toughest mission, it was particularly 
loose. The weather was very bad. Danang was zero-zero, and 
shut down. Practically no one was flying anywhere in the I 
Corps area of South Vietnam. At Chu Lai, the ceiling was less 
than 100 feet and heavy rain showers, driven by gale-force 
winds, had reduced visibility to less than a mile. This was not fly¬ 
ing weather! I was sitting in the club, when I got a call from the 
hot pad. They were trying to get up a bridge game and one of the 
pilots did not play bridge. They asked me if I would come down 
and fill in for him. I did and he went on up to the club and started 
drinking. (Fortunately. I had not had my first drink when I got 
the call from the bridge players.) We had not been playing very 
long when the phone rang. 

Now, ordinarily when the phone rings in the alert shack, it 
means trouble. We all wore our flight gear...harness, G-suit. sur¬ 
vival vest and weapons while on alert. Then, when the phone 
rang, the pilots would run to the airplanes while the RIOsgot the 
mission infortnation. The RIO would man the airplane while 
the pilot started the engines and be strapping in while the pilot 
taxied out. This made for real quick reaction, which was often 
the difference between life and death for troops in contact. If 
things were particularly busy, the airplanes might even be 
manned on the hot pad. Things were so loose on this night that 
we didn't even have our flight gear on when the phone rang. 

One of the backseaters picked up the phone and listenedfor 
a minute, then hung up. Someone had called for close air sup¬ 
port, but with the weather the way it was and with no runway to 
fly off of, he thought it was someone calling from the club as a 
joke and hung up. Well, the phone rang right away again and 
when he picked it up, the same guy was on the line and he sounded 
like this was anything but a joke. He covered the mouthpiece, 
looked at me and said, "I think this guy is serious about our fly¬ 
ing. " I took the phone from him and asked the guy on the other 
end how in hell he expected us to fly under the circumstances. He 
didn '/ know anything about our circumstances. All he knew was 
that a company of good guys had walked into the middle of a 
battalion of NVA regulars in the hills northwest of Chu Lai and 
if they didn t get some support soon, they weren t going to be 
there in the morning. 

Danang was zero-zero...there was no flying there at all and 
we were about their last hope. That really puts the pressure on 
you to do something. We talked it over and decided it would be 
nearly impossible...but every time you decided you couldn t do 
it, you kept thinking about those guys out there getting chewed 
upbytheNVA. Wefinally decided to give it a try. Wegotabunch 
of jeeps lined up on the taxiway and used their lights to get us 
airborne. I had twelve 500 pound napalm bombs on my air¬ 
plane and my wingman had twelve 500pound Snakeyes. As we 
blasted off and turned out over the club at fifty feet, I can still 
remember the glimpse I got of the guys standing out in that 




A newly arrived F-4B Phantom of VMFA-542 on the ramp at Danang. 
When the US buildup in Vietnam began during 1965, Danang was the 
only airfield in northern South Vietnam capable of handling jet fighter 
traffic. It had a 10,000 foot runway and a parallel taxiway. 

During one twenty-two day period in the Spring of 1966 VMFA-542 
dropped over a million pounds of ordnance on communist positions. 
Each man in the ordnance shop handled more than 2,000 pounds of 
bombs per day during this period. The commander of VFMA-542, LTCOL 
Eddie E. Pearcy, dropped the bomb that set the one-millionth pound 
record on 29 March 1966. (USMC) 



Loaded with Mk 82 Snakeye bombs, CAPT John McCord heads for the 
target on a 31 July 1967 mission against a concentration of VC. The VC 
had been spotted in a box canyon by a FAC and the mission resulted in 
fourteen confirmed kills for VMFA-542. (USMC) 



rainstorm waving at us...like they were waving good-bye...they 
really thought we were nuts. 

We knew that we had to stay under the overcast, because if 
we got up into the soup, we would never be able to punch back 
down in the target area. So we flew out over the water and went 
up the coast at fifty to 100feet. I could hardly believe it when the 
the controllers put me in touch with some idipt that was flying 
around up there in a helicopter. I don't know whereof e came 
from, but he was trying to coordinate the air supportfor the mis¬ 
sion. He kept telling me how bad the weather was in that area 
and that there were mountains all around his position. I said. '/ 
don't know how we are going to do you any good if you are in the 
mountains...I don't know if I can even get to you staying under 
the clouds, but I'll give it a try. "He told me that the ceiling was a 
little higher in that area and that if we couldjust sneak under the 
stuff until we got to where he was. maybe we could do him 
some good. 

Well, that s what we did. There were times when I am sure I 
was no more than fifty feet off the deck, doing 400 knots...at 
night...in the rain, with no horizon. All you could see were 
shadows and stuff. Just as I was about to give up on it, I spotted 
the flashes from the fire-fight and got a much better perspective 
on where we were. When we got into their area, the ceiling pic¬ 
ked up 500 to 1,000feet. Visibility was still bad, but we did have 
some room to operate. It was weird...all around us, the clouds 
were practically on the ground, but right here in this area, it was 
almost like a big. domed, stadium. 

The troops were dug into the base of a mountain and were 
really catching it from three sides. The mountain they were on 
was one of many in the area and we were forced to fly around 
them and through valleys to maintain any kind of a pattern. As 
soon as we got into the area, we turned off our navigation lights, 
because they REALLY started shooting at us. At one point, I 
called my wingman and told him that he was drawing a lot of 
fire. He said, "Oh yeah? Well, you oughta see what it looks like 
over where you are! " They could hear us, but they couldn "t see 
us. That didn "t stop them from shooting and they obviously did 
not have a shortage of ammo. 

The bombing pattern we set up went something like this; we 
would come down, pickle, break left, then right, fly around the 
hill they were on...which took about three minutes, break out on 
the other side, turn left, extend for about twenty seconds, turn 
around, try to pick up the target, run in. drop, turn left and right 
again to fly around the mountain. It was sort of an open figure 
eight. As soon as you dropped, you had to break to avoid run¬ 
ning into the mountain. You had to break left, start to go 
through the hills, then break right, go around the hill in a right 
hand circle, come out the other way. break left again, go out a lit¬ 
tle ways to pick up your new target line, then turn and start in all 
over. All of this at altitudes which variedfrom 50 to 900feet and 
at 400 to 500 knots of airspeed. 

The problem we had when wefirst got into the area was that 
we couldn "t tell the good guys from the bad guys. Everyone was 
shooting and there were tracers and shells going off everywhere. 
They all looked the same to us at our altitude and speed. 
Another concern was running into that helicopter. The guy 
stayed in the area and we never did see him! He kept saying. “I 
know where you are, I know where you are! " I said. "I hope to 
hell you do. because at this speed, I'll never see you! '" He did 
manage to stay clear and most of the con versation was now with 
the guy on the ground, who kept trying to direct us in. I didn "t 
want tojust drop without having a pretty good idea ofwhere they 
were, but he said. "Look, if you don "t drop something, we are 
never going to get out of here anyway, so just drop something 
and we 'll see where it goes and direct you from there!'' I didn "t 
want to do that. I was afraid I was going to hit some of the good 
guys. Hesaid, "Well, it won’t make any difference. "Theresigna- 
tion in his voice finally convinced me that I had to drop some¬ 
thing. 




We had completed one pass and were turning in for another 
without having dropped anything, when there was a big flash. I 
asked him what the hell that was. He said, "Didja see that? That 
was THEM!" That gave me an aiming point and I didn't take 
my eyes off it until I had pickled off my first napes. Luckily, I 
scored a hit on their ammo dump and the whole world turned to 
daylight as I pulled off the target...it was just like high noon! 
Well, now we had a marker to work off of and they started direct¬ 
ing us according to that big fire. We were able to do some good 
bombing, but the problem was, they could see us and we were 
really taking some murderous fire. In fact, my airplane was so 
shot up that it was a write-off when we finally got it back. 

Unfortunately, on one of those passes, mywingman went in. 
I don 7 have any idea of what happened. One second he was 
there, the next he was not. Under those conditions, it could have 
been groundfire, or he just flew into a mountain. Like I said, I 
was pretty well shot up. I was losing fuel and my electrical and 
hydraulic systems were in bad shape. In the F-4you have three 
control systems: PC-1, PC-2, and the utility system. My PC-1 
was shot out, and PC-2 showed a fluctuating needle. I told the 
guy on the ground that I had to get the hell out of there. Since I 
was losing fuel, I knew that I was going to have to climb to make 
it back to Danang. I couldn 7 go to Chu LaL.there was just no 
way to land on that taxiway at night, with no lights, no arresting 
gear and the possibility of having no brakes. Halfway to Danang, I 
lost my cockpit lights! There I was, in solid instrument con¬ 
ditions and couldn 7 see the instruments! 

We used to carry a little pen light flashlight around our 
necks on a string during night missions and that saved me. I was 
able to get it turned on and I ripped off my mask to hold the light 
between my teeth. Hell, we were really having problems! I 
couldn 7 talk on the radio with that flashlight in my mouth, so 
my RIO called up Danang and asked for a GCA approach. 
Well, they didn 7 even know anybody was flying and they were 
pretty much shut down. They had some young, inexperienced 
kid in the GCA van, who was not expecting any business that 
night. He said, "Who is this?" When we told him, he said, "You 
mean you 're FLYING?" I'll neverforget that...the surprise in his 
voice..then he said he didn 7 know how to do this... he would have 
tofind someone who did... and he left! I thought ,' Oh great! Here 
I am in the soup, with a flashlight in my mouth and this guy is 
going off the air!" 

Just when I was figuring we were going to have to jump out 
over the water, in a driving rainstorm, in the middle of the night, 
a clear confident voice came over the radio, telling us that they 
had us on radar and giving us ourfirst turn to the GCA course. 
This guy was one of the best controllers I had ever heard. I told 
him we were losing fuel and would probably only have one shot 
at the landing. He told us that they had no ceiling and so he 
would not be able to tell us that we were going to break out and 
see the runway. I said it didn 7 matter...we were landing and he 
better have us on the runway centerline, or he was going to have 
a crash on his hands. Well, he did. He brought us right down the 
glide path...right on the centerline and I touched down without 
ever seeing the runway. I kept it straight using the compass and 
got on the brakes gingerly. I had never done anything like this in 
an airplane before. Of course, when you fly the simulator, you 
take off and land using your heading indicator, but there really 
isn 7 any runway to run off of and you are not going to roll your¬ 
self up in a flaming ball of aluminum if you blow your heading 
a little bit. 

When we touched down, I lost everything...all elec¬ 
trical...everything. The world just got real quiet, except for the 
thump and bump of the landing gear as I sweated the roll-out. 
When the airplane stopped, I opened the canopy and it was 
dead-quiet. The fog was so bad, you couldn 7 see more than a few 
feet in front of you. I had no idea of where I was... I didn 7 even 
know which runway he had landed us on. When we got down 
from the airplane, you could walk four feet from the airplane 



The MOREST arresting gear crew at Chu Lai talks to a Phantom on final 
approach for an arrested landing during December of 1967. The MOREST 
gear saved a number of Phantoms that would have otherwise crashed 
due to battle damage. (USMC) 

and not see it! I could hear sirens off in the distance and won¬ 
dered what was going on. As it turned out, they were looking for 
us. They had gotten confused and were looking on the wrong 
end of the runway. Without a radio, we couldn 7 tell them where 
we were...even if we had known. We started walking andfinally 
walked into the side of a hangar. That was the thickestfog I had 
ever seen! 

All of this is not the most interesting part of the whole story. I 
eventuallyflew over300 combat missions and came home. I got 
out of the Marine Corps, went to law school, got my law degree 
and started my own practice. One day during 1978,1 was sitting 
in my office when I got a callfrom one ofmy partners, informing 
me that General Motors was interviewing area law firms to 
determine who would represent General Motors Acceptance 
Corporation in the six-county Chicago area. One ofmy partners 
knew someone and this was a courtesy interview. We were hope¬ 
ful, but doubtful about chances to get their account, since we 
were a small firm at the time. On the day of the interview, I got 
tied up and was late getting to the office. The General Motors 
lawyers were already there when I arrived and the head of their 
contingent was taking a special interest in all the Marine Corps 
momentos and airplane pictures I had hanging on the office 
wall. 

His name was Ramirez and he was a Vietnam Veteran who 
had also come home, gone to law school and moved up in his 
profession. His first question to me, when Ifinally showed up, 
was, "What was your call sign?" I am sure that’s the last thing 
anyone would expect to hear. I was afraid everyone would be 
pretty upset that I was late for what was the most important 
meeting we had had to that date. I said, "Castor Oil, why? " "/ 
thought so...you flew F-4s, didn’t you?" "Yeah, why?" "Where 
were you on the night of September 9th and 10th, 1967?" 

A U.S. Air Force F-4C Phantom of the 366th TFW makes the 1,000th 
arrested landing using the Marines’ MOREST arresting gear at Danang 
Air Base on 5 January 1967. (USMC) 






CAPT Manny Simpson’s Phantom of VMFA-542 is hauled to a stop by 
the MOREST system at Chu Lai, on 9 September 1967. Construction at 
Chu Lai was begun on 9 May 1965 and eventually, an 8,000 foot SATS 
(Short Airfield Tactical Support) runway and a catapult was installed. 
The runway was operational on 9 April 1966. (USMC photo by SSgt Gary 
Thomas) 


CAPT Manny Simpson is congratulated after being presented with the 
thirteenth star to his Air Medal awarded for combat missions flown in 
both North and South Vietnam. (Simpson) 



Well, that’s not the kind of mission you forget about and I 
was able tell him where I was. He said, "You re the guy who 
saved my life that night...let’s go have some coffee." Everyone 
around that table looked stunned, but wejust walked out of the 
meeting and had coffee. All he talked about was that night and I 
had a chance for the first time to experience what it was like for 
him on the ground. I wouldn't have traded places with him for 
anything! Funny thing, he said he wouldn't have traded places 
with us either, considering the weather. He said he thought we 
were crazy! He had triedfor years to track me down, but never 
got anywhere with the Marine Corps. He told me he thought we 
had a good chance to get their account. I said, "Well, aren'tyou 
interested in what our qualifications are?" He said. If you can 
do what you did on that night...you can sure do this!” We have 
had the account ever since and our relationship with General 
Motors has grown substantially, providing us with numerous 
other large commercial accounts. 

That was a beneficial result of the war and some of the 
darkly humorous things that happened during my tour also 
make it easier to remember. One that stands out in my mind 
happened at Danang. My roommate was scheduled tofly one of 
the squadron “hangar queens" that day. (Author’s note: A 
hangar queen is an airplane which is plagued with seemingly 
insoluble gremlins. Pilot after pilot will write the airplane up 
and the maintenance crews will spend countless hours trying to 
duplicate these glitches so they can be fixed. Somehow, they 
never do.) I was sitting in our hootch reading, when he returned 
about an hour after takeoff. That might not have been un usual 
if the mission hadjust been scrubbed, but he was soaking wet. I 
asked him what had happened. Well, he was in a bluefunk and 
just muttered, "Nothing ”. I kept pressing him and he finally 
said, "Well, I punched out of the damn thing!” Shortly after 
takeoff while on initial climb out over the bay, all those gremlins 
finally concentrated their efforts and a wing had just blown off! 
He had landed in shallow water, waded ashore, dumped his 
parachute and survival vest and walked back to the squadron. 
We could hear the sirens as the base emergency vehicles rushed 
around looking for him. 

After a shower and change to a dry flight suit, he took off 
towards the flight line. He wasn t talking to anybody, but by 
then everyone knew he had gone in and, as he walked along, he 
picked up a crowd who wanted to know what had happened. 
Without a word to any of them, he walked straight to the squad¬ 
ron maintenance shack, askedfor the clipboard containing the 
maintenance records of his former mount, drew a big down 













arrow on the face of the sheet, and said, “Duplicate that, you 
S.O.B.!" And without another word, he went to the officer’s club 
and got drunk. 

I had been over there about a year and like so many of the guys, 
had become cynical about the war. That, of course, leads to a level 
ofinsubordination that is intolerable to those who have not had to 
lay their lives on the line on a daily basis. They wanted to reassign 
me to FAC duty with the line troops again and I was resisting. For¬ 
tunately, I knew General Anderson and one of the colonels on the 
wing staff was a real good friend. Fie called and told me that he 
had a position open on the staff and wondered if I was interested. 
Well, it beat hell out of being a FAC, so I took the job. My 
experiences on the wing staff showed me another side of the 
war. 

The staff side was completely different from the operational 
end. When you were flying missions, you were exposing yourself 
to danger, but you could really feel you were doing a job that 
could make a difference in the war effort. The staff experience was 
the stuff of a Catch 22-type novel. After serving on thewingstajf, it 
was easy for me to see why the rear echelon was the target of bitter 
resentment by those who actually did the fighting. 

I reported to the General and he asked me to extend my tour. I 
agreed and he assigned me as a sort of unofficial aide. Myjob was 
to keep track of where we dropped bombs and what kind of 
activity was occurring in I Corps. We got along pretty well and I 
would provide him with off-the-record briefings early in the 
morning on what was really happening. Then we would go into 
the official staff briefing and I would lie to him because the 
colonels would tell me what to say. 

One of thefirst things I discovered was that there was no large 
scale map of North and South Vietnam which would show all of 
this information in a graphic manner. During briefings, when 
you read off the coordinates ofsome activity, everyone would pull 
out their maps and try to locate the spot; then when the activity 
shifted to another map, they would have to go through the same 
exercise again, meanwhile trying to keep the big picture in their 
heads. I thought this was insane, so I took it upon my self to put 
together a big map, one which virtually covered my whole office 
wall, of Vietnam. Well, this kind of organization attracted a lot of 
attention and before you knew it my desk had become the focal 
point of wing headquarters. Everyone was in there looking at that 
map, putting their greasyfingerprints on it, which encouraged me 
to go out and get some acetate protection. 

The colonels were so enamoured of my organizational ability 
that they decided I should keep track of all the bombs dropped in 
the war, using the 8 digit map coordinates. I considered the 
thousands of bombs being dropped and decided that, even with 
20 or 30 staff people working for me, it would be an impossible 
task and one which would be meaningless to our effort, because 
we would only end up with reams of paper, which no one would 
take the time to collate in a meaningful manner. I balked. The 
colonels went to the general. He called me in and asked for an 
explanation. I told him how ridiculous it was, and while I was at 
it, told him what a bunch of idiots some of these colonels were. 
Well, the general was a diplomat as well as a military man. He 
treated me like a headstrong son instead of an insubordinate 
junior officer, explaining that sometimes you just had to accept a 
certain level of incompetence and that it was better to go along 
with it...as long as it didn t get anyone killed. The result of that 
meeting was that I devised a system of color-coded symbols that 
we put on the map daily to indicate what kinds of ordnance was 
dropped and where it was dropped. 

Well, when you really stopped to think about what all this was 
accomplishing, it was a joke. It was just one more attempt to keep 
score in a game we really weren't trying to win. They thought that 
if we put enough colored dots on the map, that would show that 
we were winning. Unfortunately, that mentality sometimes car¬ 
ried over to the bombing. If we dropped enough bombs, we would 
accomplish something. It didn't really matter where we put the 
dots (or the bombs), as long as we put enough ofthem on the map. 



Armament specialists install safety pins into AIM-7 Sparrow and AIM-9 
Sidewinder air-to-air missiles on an VMFA-122 Phantom which has just 
returned from a combat mission on 8 February 1968. (USMC) 


The object of this was to make the local planners feelgood about 
their efforts. The overall effort was managed from 10,000 miles 
away and field commanders really didn t have the authority to 
fight the war as if we meant to win. so it didn't much matter where 
we put the dots...and we knew it. The adornment of the map con¬ 
tinuedfor weeks, until it was really overloaded with dots, literally 
thousands and thousands of them. 

Then one day a Saigon headquarters type stopped by on one 
of their rare field inspections. He was so impressed with my map 
that he decided that he had to take it back to Saigon for an official 
briefing for higher headquarters. When I went to the General to 
protest that their briefing would be based on false or misleading 
information, he replied, "Well, what difference will it make? " He 
was right, of course. 


This captured Czech M-53 twin 30mm anti-aircraft gun was displayed 
during the ARVN Armed Forces Day at the Sports Arena in Danang on 25 
June 1969. This gun was typical of the type of weapons encountered by 
Marine Phantoms on Close Air Support (CAS) missions. (USMC) 











Ground crews signal the pilot of a VMCJ-1 RF-4B Phantom to shut down 
the engines after returning to Danang from a mission over South Viet¬ 
nam. The replacement of the RF-8 by the RF-4B enabled the Marines to 
conduct night reconnaissance missions. (USMC) 


A VMCJ-1 Phantom rolls out at Danang after a March of 1967 mission. 
The squadron set a record for flight hours in a single month, flying 1,102 
hours during March alone. (USMC) 


Photo Phantoms are parked in hardened shelters at Danang during 
January of 1970. VMCJ-1 was one of the first fixed wing Marine squad¬ 
rons to deploy to Vietnam and remained in-country for five years. (USMC 
photo by SGT A.J. May) 


VMCJ-1 RF-4Bs flew reconnaissance missions over both North and 
South Vietnam. By 1970, the increased surface-to-air missile threat 
required them to carry ECM pods on the inboard wing stations. (USMC 
photo by SGT R.W. Nelson) 















(Above) Crash crews spray fire fighting foam onto an RF-4B of VMCJ-1 
at Danang after the starboard main landing gear failed to extend. Without a 
starboard wheel, the Phantom landed on the starboard wing tank, spill¬ 
ing fuel out onto the runway. (USMC by MAJ R. Hamilton) 


(Below) The Phantom was towed back to the VMCJ-1 flight line and 
placed on jacks for repairs to its landing gear and starboard fuselage. 
Although severely damaged, the Phantom was repaired and later returned 
to service. (USMC by LCPL R. Nelson) 





The forward firing oblique camera station in the RF-4B mounted a KS- 
86-A camera which recorded everything along the F-4s flight path, pro¬ 
viding a photographic record of the mission route. (USMC) 


VMCJ-1 maintenance personnel position a J-79 engine on its dolly for 
installation into one of the squadron’s RF-4Bs at Danang during January of 
1970. J-79 engines powered all US variants of the Phantom. (USMC) 


















JOHN VERDI 

The next three narratives in this chronicle of Marine Corps Phan¬ 
toms in Vietnam are by former members of VMFA-122, which was 
commanded by COL John Verdi. COL Verdi declined to be inter¬ 
viewed for this book. Instead, he suggested that I research some 
papers he had contributed to the Marine Corps Historical Center. 
Under most other circumstances, one interview, more or less, would 
not make much difference to the story, but Verdi's impact on the 
squadron was so profound that the story of VMFA-122 during its 
combat tour (1967-68) needs to be illuminated by his personal recol¬ 
lections. From his writings I have drawn what I consider to be perti¬ 
nent segments, in order to draw a picture of this brilliant tactician 
and maverick military genius. 

Verdi incited intense feelings among his troops, both pro and 
con; however, they all agreed that John Verdi was a single-minded 
soldier, completely dedicated to the task at hand. That was a very 
tough thing to be during the Vietnam War, where vacillation was 
raised to a fine art by the politicians who ran the war. 

In order to give the reader a better understanding of Verdi's per¬ 
sonal philosophy, I have excerpted portions of a book review he 
wrote during 1984. John Verdi was retired from the Marine Corps 
when he was asked by MAJ Eugene Oster, USMC (Ret) to review a 
book for the Marine Corps Historical Foundation. The book was 
"WAR IN THE SHADOWS - The Guerilla in History," by Robert B. 
Asprey, which had been published by Doubleday & Co. in two 
volumes during 1975. His review was sent in memo form and left no 
doubt about Verdi’s personal philosophy: 

The word "liberal" has been intentionally omittedfrom the 
text of enclosure (1). I have instead borrowed one of the more 
colorful maledictions of revolutionary socialism: ROTTENIN- 
TELLECTUAL; wherewith to label subject author and sym¬ 
pathizers whomsoever. Had my late friend, (Oster) who really 
was liberal, lived long enough the first thought which I would 
have communicated to him is drawn from his own Prussian 
provenance. In the Prussian military tradition, it is a part of an 
officer's duty to criticize his general’s orders (bluntly and without 
fear of reprisal): but it is no part of his duty (or his general’s) to 
criticize the settled policy of their sovereign. A liberal tradition 
thereby sets limits on dissent. The rottenintellectual ack¬ 
nowledges neither these nor any limits. Accordingly, in well- 
regulated societies (of which a contemporary example is the 
Soviet society), authors of ' histories ’’ hostile to the policies of the 
State stand, as a minimum, to be stripped of honors and titles: 
and may expect further to be stripped of citizenship, identity, 
and life itself. 


Squadron portrait of VMFA-122 at Danang during 1967. LTCOL John 
Verdi, squadron commander, is in the front cockpit, while his RIO, Julie 
Steinon, is in the rear cockpit. Jack McEncroe is kneeling at far right. 
(Jack McEncroe) 

To those of the distribution who may be disposed to take 
offencefrom some (or all) of this letter of transmittal and enclo¬ 
sures I make two affirmations: 

a. I do not imagine that all intellectuals are rottenintellecluals; 
nor have I suggested that they are. The same may be said for 
institutions. BUT... 

b. Subject "history " is offensive to me as soldier and as citizen, in 
detail and in sum: and I have judged its author and his indivi¬ 
dual and institutional collaborators accordingly. 

FROM VERDI’S COMMENTARY IN DETAIL: 

On selected heros....and villains. One of the differences bet¬ 
ween history (what happened) and propaganda (what we would 
like people to think happened) is that the former tells us who 
won and who lost (and if complete may even tell us why); while 
the latter presumes to tell us who should have won and who 
should have lost (and thereby becomes to some degree, or entirely, 
fictional). Thus history disdains heros and villains alike; and 
propaganda is immediately identifiable by the partisan labels 
stuck to its dramtis personae (as this two-volume "history"). 

Per exemplum: 

Hero Ho: Ere you be moved to drip a tear over the "Prison 
Poem, ’ read over the record (most carefully documented by Ber¬ 
nard Fall; most mordantly attested by Dramesi) of the treatment 
of PO W’s by Hero Ho and his hierarchy; and then ask yourself: 
"Would Hero Ho have survived a sojourn in one of his own 
camps?" 

Hero Giap: In 1969. the only thing Giap could have been 
"preparing ” (p. 1305) was strategy'for his own reassertion, hav- 
ing for the three years following the battle of Khe Sanh been 
relegated to the status of non-person. 

(Author’s note: In another paper, Verdi made the following com¬ 
ments on Khe Sanh, which was widely compared to Dien Bien Phu 
by the liberal media in the United States while the battle raged. Verdi 
flew C-l 19s in support of the French in 1954.) 

AMPLIFYING COMMENT on Khe Sanh compared to 
Dien Bien Phu: Ten years ago I was asked to give a talk to the 
British United Services Club in Los Angeles. For subject I selec¬ 
ted Khe Sanh andfor emphasis compared the successful defense 
thereof to the failure of the French Union Forces at Dien Bien 
Phu. For references I used SHORE'S excellent monograph on 
Khe Sanh and FALL’S "L'Enfer Dans Un Tout Petit Endroit ” 

(Hell in a Very Small Place) on Dien Bien Phu, both of which I 
was able to augment with personal observations, having been a 
participant in both campaigns. 
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The important differences between the two situations are 
these: 

1. There were 14,000 troops in Dien Bien Phu; only 5,000 
(max) in Khe Sanh. 

2. Dien Bien Phu was 160 miles west of Hanoi (and we 
actually resupplied Castor from Haiphong, 44 miles farther 
east): Khe Sanh was 23 miles from Dong Ha and 58 miles from 
Phu Bai. The Viet Min h resupplied from sanctuary (China) only 
75 miles distant: the NVA troops at Khe Sanh were precariously 
situated at the end of a 500mile long supply line; accordingly, at 
Khe Sanh, it was the enemy's supply problem which proved 
intractable, not ours. 

3. Forces available for relief of Dien Bien Phu (i.e. mobile 
reserve) amounted to only 4,000 troops, and, in the event, these 
got no closer than Luang Prabang (100 miles away); relief forces 
available for lifting the seige of Khe Sanh amounted to many 
times the number inside the Khe Sanh perimeter and, in the 
event, were not required. 

4. Tactical aircraft available to support French Union forces 
numbered one for every 1,000 troops; to support American 
troops, we had TEN TIMES the number of aircraft. 

5. Clausewitz sensibly advises against situating a fortress on 
the enemy's side of a mountain range...nevertheless, that is what 
the French did at Dien Bien Phu. What more need be said? 

After his failure at Khe Sanh, Giap became a non-person for 
THREE YEARS. Given the orderly mind-set of revolutionary 
socialism, this means he was responsible for the destruction of 
three divisions, or some 30,000 casualties, a loss the DR V could 
ill afford. 

Verdi's criticism of the book continued; 

On page 1307, Robert Asprey boasts, “The nation 's press 
(were) too big and powerful" to be brought under control. Well, 
in other times and in other places, they have proven not so "too 
big and powerful": they were not "too big"for the NSDAP, nor 
"too powerful "for the CPSU. Charles Lindbergh had it right 50 
years ago, when he said, The greatest danger to the American 
Republic is THE PRESS”. Our press certainly proved Lindbergh 
right in the years 1965-75. 

After a long dissertation on the application of labels, Verdi cites 
the following personal experience: 

As for "depravity", consider the following memoir: On 4 
June 1954, the "chargement" (load) to be hauled from Cat Bi 
(Haiphong) to Ton Son Nhut (Saigon) was 72 prisoners (Viet- 
minh). As "chef-de-bord " (plane commander) for this leg, it was 
my responsibility to specify aircraft configuration, fuel on board, 
disposition of cargo, and crew coordination. The officer respons¬ 
ible for processing my requests was the OC. CRA (Compagnie 
Ravitaillement par Air): named Patch. What I told Patch was 
that I wanted the doors removed (the aft clamshells, not the later 
air-delivery door) and the prisoners rigged as air-drop cargo 
(i.e.trussed up and tied down by twelves on six pallets) so that we 
couldjettison them in the event of a problem. Now Patch was a 
very tough guy: tougher than any of his troops, which was how 
he maintained discipline; but my request was too heavy for him, 
especially after I explained that I was not worried about their 
overpowering us and making off with the airplane (Patch had 
detailed usfour guards armed with automatic weapons). What I 
was worried about was a 600 mile trip over terrain elevations up 
to 10,000feet in a C-119 with seventy-eight people on board and 
that amount of fuel necessary to take us to destination and alter¬ 
nate, at which combination of gross weight and density altitude 
this airplane would not be capable of maintaining cruising 
altitude on one engine (should we have to shut the other one 
down for any reason); and as these were C-119C airplanes in 
1954, they did not have the crew escape chute forward; and even 
if the crew did succeed in getting past the prisoners and out the 
personnel doors aft, it was a fair bet all of us would not walk out 
of thejungle. Inasmuch as the prisoners would die with the air¬ 
plane anyway under these circumstances, it seemed more reason- 



McEncroe’s Phantom carries a typical combat load of six Mk 82 500 
pound Snakeye bombs, a Vulcan 20mm cannon pod on the centerline 
station and Sidewinder and Sparrow AAMs for self-defense. (McEn- 
croe) 

able to me to rig them as jettisonable cargo, so that if we lost an 
engine we could dump them and save the airplane as well as 
the crew. 

Brutal? Yes...but so was the contingency. But "depraved”? 
These were not Giap's regulars captured in the field of battle; 
they were irregulars, and they were already the beneficiaries not 
of mere courtesy but of MERCY...mercy shown them by the 
"depraved" French army, mercy which, in the person of Patch, 
proved unyielding to my representation of the cold, hardfacts of 
C-l 19 performance. So they rode to Saigon as passengers and 
not (as I would have had them) as cargo; and happily, we had no 
enroute emergencies. But in the same circumstances, I would 
make the same request again...and would, of course, thereby 
stand to be abused by the likes of Robert Asprey as "depraved ". 
Commenting on American policy in Vietnam, Verdi wrote: 

Well, the late Robinson Jeffers said it best. He described the 
United States of America thus: 

Eagle beak and talons, Brain of chicken ’ 

Whence we should not have expected "Eagle beak and 
talons ” (Rolling Thunder) to accomplish useful results under 
the direction of Brain of Chicken' (Robert Strange McNamara 
... and his boss). 

Verdi’s most caustic indictment of the book is contained in the 
paragraph headed: 

On History: A consistent, conscientious, and comprehensive 
confutation of all the fallacies and falsehoods put forth in the 
1.475 pages of these two volumes would call for a veritable St 
Dominic of military history, a small army of clerks and scribes, 
and a lifetime of dedication...none of which (nor any combina¬ 
tion) this reviewer is able to bring to the task. Accordingly from 
Asprey’s necronomicon only those examples are treated infra 
which have appeared most flagrant and which can be quickly 
dealt with. 

Verdi's idea of “quickly dealt with" ran to thirteen single-space 
typed pages. His scholarship and intellect are evident throughout. 
His credentials as military philosopher are established with such 
items as his comparison of the soldier with the policeman. (Since the 
United States has become the policeman of the world, we are required 
to act as policemen, not as soldiers when faced with war.) 

THE SOLDIER may shoot first; THE POLICEMAN may 
not. Indeed, the soldier is conditioned and commanded to shoot 
first; but let not the policeman be tempted to try it....what it will 
get him is first an internal affairs investigation and next, crim¬ 
inal prosecution and civil complaint. 

THE POLICEMAN, like THE SOLDIER, is sworn; but 
THE POLICEMAN is not enlisted and he is not commissioned, 
and so he may quit. Not so THE SOLDIER; and let him not 
even contemplate it, for the statute of limitations never runs out 
in the case of a deserter. 


23 








A VMFA-122 Phantom on final approach for landing at Atsugi, Japan, on 
31 January 1971. When the US pullout from Vietnam began many 
Marine Phantom squadrons which had been stationed in Japan before 
1965 returned to their former Japanese bases. (Shinichi Ohtaki) 

THE SOLDIERS code is simple; there are only three 
RULES: 

1. You must kill the enemy 

2. You must not kill your comrades. 

3. You must not kill yourself. 

And all history discloses only one “WAR CRIME ", and that 
is: to be a loser... 

THE SOLDIER’S reward is triumph, something THE 
POLICEMAN never achieves: for the policeman toils in a quick¬ 
sand of codes endlessly multiplied and mutated. The Policeman 
never wins because it is not intended that he should win...in 
Soviet society, his token "enemy", the criminal, is the "social 
ally ", whose defeat would put too many GPUshniks out ofwork! 

Our society is no better in this regard, as the criminal is kept in 
circulation to maintain the employment of a vast army ofattor¬ 
neys public and private... 

These are the ruminations of a complex man. An intellectual. 
But also a dedicated soldier who served his country better than most. 
He was not universally loved, but all who served under him respec¬ 
ted him for his skill as a pilot and his single-minded loyalty to his 
troops. Commenting on the conduct of the air war, he said: 

GENERAL COMMENT on operational chronology: 

At squadron level, we kept little more than a Unit Diary; and 
what I personally can recapture is taken from log-book entries, 
mission cards (all of which I kept), and memory (which, being 
selective and unreliable, I have tried to cross-check whenever 
possible). 

Iflew 265 missions during my tour 67-68, and memory con 
firms (by non-recall) the truism about "hours and hours of 
boredom punctuated by moments of pure panic. ” Some mis¬ 
sions were very memorable (not all for good things, either): to 
these I have added a few words to mark some lesson. Most were 
not, even at the time...the middle-of-the-night sorties were often 
executed in a kind of trance, from which one fully aWoke only 
when something went badly wrong. We arrived at DAG on I 
September 1967 andflew ourfirst combat sorties on 4 Septem¬ 
ber. First mission for each crew was with a 235 crew leading 
(including me. though I hadflown combat during MAWTUPac 
TDY's in Aug of 65 and in Feb of ’66). Later we performed the 
same orientation for 542 crews. 

The Event numbers were assignedfrom the Wing Fragmen¬ 
tary Op Orders. Target coordinates are given to the nearest 100 
meters from the 10,000 meter grid (i.e. six digits, not eight); for 
Pre-Planned missions, these are as briefed, but more often Pre- 
Planned missions were On-Call, or were changed to On-Call 
after contact was established with DASC or FAC, and for these 
the target coordinates were passed to the flight after mission 
completion (by FAC, ASRT, or DASC). Description of the target 
might (or might not) be included; and results depended on 
visual observation by FAC or FO (this was sometimes possible 


with TPQ, but most often was not). Occasionally, we would hear 
from a supported infantry unit (usually a day or more later) that 
we had made some specific contribution (e.g. to the body count 
or whatever), but there was not nearly enough feedback. Pro¬ 
posed citations were another source of comment, but these 
depended on the persistence of the initiating officers), and on 
their being afforded the time and data necessary to composition 
of a recommendation that would survive the sucessive levels of 
scrutiny to which these proposed awards were subjected. 

Verdi provided selected mission summaries to his correspon¬ 
dent, from which I have further selected. (He was addressing mis¬ 
sions specific to a campaign or campaigns the correspondent was 
researching, so many of the mission summaries prove his point of 
“hours of boredom.”) I have ignored many of the summaries which 
contain no significant (to me) comment. 

15 Sep 67 
Event 48 

VERDI/STIENON: 20mm gun, 4/M-l 17GP 
KOTTULA/MEDORS: 7/M-117GP 
EDDY/TREMPER: 7/M-117GP 

Target: Scheduled Covey/Misty control, TOT 1745; Diverted 
Milky (MSQ) due to weather * 

BDA: None (no bombs dropped) 

Remarks: Fiasco: Milky unable to receive APN-154 beacon; 
unable at target VFR due HEAVY rain north of DMZ; unable 
any radar IP due HEA VY rain (precipitation clutter flooded 
scope). Brought ordnance home, land below min fuel (GCA 
recovery DAG). Monsoon early this year (mission card tho¬ 
roughly watermarked). 

Note: See McCutcheon for brief account of USAF MSQ (Sky 
Spot). MSQ radar was more powerful than TPQ and was cap¬ 
able of.tracking aircraft primary radar return (skin paint) under 
normal conditions. APN-154 beacon received TPQ radar fre¬ 
quency and replied with augmented return, facilitating acquisi¬ 
tion and consistent tracking under all conditions: APN-154 did 
NOT receive MSQ radar frequency, and so we could not provide 
MSQ operators with augmented return necessary to acquire 
and track in bad weather (heavy precipitation). The converse 
was true (i.e. USAF aircraft carried beacons compatible with 
MSQ. The lesson? One more instance in which NAVAIRSYS- 
COM was more concerned with fighting AF than with fighting 
theenemy. Why were we diverted to MSQ rather than to TPQon 
this sortie? Probably because TPQ's were saturated (with traffic 
as well as rain) or out for maintenance. BSQ's (and MSQ’s) by 
themselves could not handle the numbers of airplanes which in ¬ 
country tactical units could put in the air. 

Author’s note: Some of the acronyms and abbreviations may be 
arcane to the reader. Clarification: The pilot's name appears first, 
followed by that of his RIO. Names are followed by the armament 
carried on their airplane. Covey and Misty refer to FACs (Forward 
Air Controllers). In the case of Misty, a fast FAC, flying the F-100. 
Covey FACs flew slower 0-1, 0-2 and later, OV-IO aircraft. BDA 
refers to Bomb Damage Assessment. MSQ, TPQ refer to methods of 
dropping bombs under direction from ground radar stations. 



ANIMAL, an F-4B of VMFA-314, flown by the commander of MAG-13, 
COL Norm Courley, during 1968. 



CHIVAS REGAL, an F-4B of VMFA-115, was based at Danang Air Base, 
Vietnam during 1968. 




VMFA-122 Phantoms carried these unit markings during 1968. 


A pair of VMFA-542 Phantoms parked in concrete revetments at Chu 
Lai. The soil at Chu Lai was primarily sand and required a thin layer of 
asphalt over the packed sand to support the aluminum planks which 
made up the ramps and runway. (McDonnell Douglas via Bob Pukala) 





































































































19 Sep 67 
Event 47 

VERDI/MEDORS: 7 X 4/5 ffar 
McANNALLY/EASTMAN: 7 X 4/5 ffar 
Target: YD-142796, artillery positions (scheduled alternate, TOT 
0800) 

BDA: Not observed 

Remarks: Wrong ordnance; flight leader control, as COVEY 
not on station. 

NOTE: Unless you get a secondary explosion, it is almost impos¬ 
sible to assess any sort of damagefrom a high-performance tac¬ 
tical airplane (even with two pairs of eyes), especially when the 
target is dug in (as most enemy targets in or near the DMZ were). 
The best that could be said in this instance was that for the 15 
minutes that we worked over the target coordinates, nobody was 
manning (much less firing) any artillery pieces. 

22 Sep 67 
Event 43 

VERDI/STETNON: 20mm gun, 4/CBU 
BERGAN/SIMONE: 20mm gun, 4/CBU Target: No coor¬ 
dinate, no description (pre-briefed or post-briefed); TPQ TOT 
0930 

BDA: Not reported 

Remarks: Calibrated level release at 3000 AGL, 400 KTAS; 
NWL-107 fuze arm time 7.0 secs. Bearing in mind this was a 
daylight VMC TPQ mission, the following verbatim transcript 
of mission card is illuminating: 

'Many orbits. Nobody briefed: 

Vector 200 at 3,000ft toward 5,000ft mountains!! 

Two break-locks. Bingo at 1000....PFUH* 

Why are we in the business of OpEval-ing NWL-107?? 

PISS ON 1st MAW!!" 

NOTE: We landed below minimum fuel. Besides three obvious 
lessons (which you don't have to be an aviator to spot), there are 
a couple of further points; First, TPQ breaks lock at low altitudes 
(we already knew this, and did not need it demonstrated in 
Quang Tri Province); next, the same Wing Operations Section 
which put this idiotic event on the FRAGO were the people who 
raised righteous objections to innovations proposed by the troops 
best qualified to evaluate them, namely the tactical squadrons. 
Nobody on the ground got any benefit from this sortie. 

25 Sep 67 
Event 31 

VERDI/STEINON: 4X 19/2.75ffar, 6/Mk 82 Snakeye 
FRASER/HOLT: 12/Mk 82 Snakeye 
Target: XD-704465 (scheduled/on call, Moray 14 Ground FAC 
control. TOT 1300) 

BDA: By FAC: 100% coverage; one secondary explosion’. 
Remarks: Six bomb runs, three rocket runs at minimum altitude 
in very tight terrain, 1308 -1330. This was a textbook CAS mis¬ 
sion....Good Show. 

28 Sep 67 
Event 33 

VERDI/STEINON: 20mm gun, 4/M-117 GP 
OS A NTO WSKI/DEA RING: 20mm gun, 4/M-117 GP 
Target: YD-253773, mortar positions (scheduled TOT1700, Red 
Marker 4 control). 

BDA: 100/30; dest 2/bunkers, 1/structure. 

Remarks: Actual TOT 1712 -1718. As previously noted, M-l 17s 
were good for blast (clearing zones, destroying structures, killing 
enemy in contact), but they were not much goodfor digging (1) 
because of fat shape, and (2) because thinner case would frac¬ 
ture in hard ground (resulting in low order or dud). 

9 Nov 67 
Event 503 

VERDI/STEINON: 20mm gun, 6/Mk 81 Idgp 
DOUGAL/BARDON: 12 Mk 81 Idgp 
Target: YD-125778, bunker complex (scheduled TOT 1715, 
Fingerprint 52 control) 


BDA: 100/50; uncovered 2 bunkers. 

Remarks: Mk 81s were not much use for digging either (too 
small). Furthermore, mechanical nose fuzes (M-904) were in¬ 
stantaneous (nose fuzes with delay settings were unreliable, as 
the fuze could be destroyed before functioning, resulting in a 
dud... which, as noted in text, the enemy would then convert to a 
mine). Tail fuzes were electric (M-990), but not selectable; and 
you could not install both nose and tailfuzes (asyou could with 
the old M-series fat bombs). Thanks, NWL! 

Note on flight crews: IA W squadron SOPfor flight operations, 
crew consisted of pilot/RIO TEAM, and our crews had been 
stabilized as of first weapons deployment Apr 67. Of course, 
everyone else said wecouldn’t sustain stabilized crews in combat 
(and the Wing's personnel "mixmaster" program was calculated 
to prove them right); but we did it just the same. The rule was a 
pilotflew with his RIO, and vice-versa; of course, there were sub¬ 
stitutionsfor a variety of reasons more or less obvious... but these 
were the exception. My back-seater was Julian STIENON, AND 
FOR MOST OF MY F-4 missions, he flew with me. 

13 Nov 67 
Event 17 

VERDI/STETNON: 9/Mk 82 Idgp (dc) ( daisy-cutter fuze ex¬ 
tensions) 

Target: YD-104777, scheduled TPQ. TOT 0200 
BDA: Not observed. 

Remarks: Actual TOT 0154; if anyone was walking down the 
trail, those daisy-cutters would make instant hamburger. 

29 Nov 67 
Event 22 

VERDI/STEINON: 20mm gun, 6/Mk 82 Idgp 
OSANTO WSKI/DEA RING: 12 Mk 82 Idgp 
Target: YD-200793, bunker complex (scheduled on-call, 
Fingerprint 46 control, TOT 1730). 

BDA: By FAC (A): 75% coverage, 65% destr: 4/bunkers, 3 struc¬ 
tures destroyed. 

Remarks: Gun stoppage before fire-out. 

NOTE: Mk 11 20MM gun was mounted in Mk 4 gun pod con¬ 
taining 750 rounds, which was carried on center station. Loose 
Duece tactics were employed air-to-ground, which meant FAC 
had to be briefed concerning our "double attack " and had to 
consent to employment of gun or rockets against enemy ground 
fire simultaneously with principal attack against designated 
target. The idea was for bomber' to concentrate on target, while 
"the shotgun" suppressed AAA/AW fire. Sometimes (when FAC 
knew location of enemy AAA/AW, actual or probable; and/or 
when troops were in close contact with enemy) specific/restricted 
locations were assigned to "shotgun ". Rarely, FAC/FAC(A) 
would object to this procedure (usually because he had never 
seen it before). It required more proficiency and more coordina¬ 
tion, but it definitely succeeded in its purpose, which was to 
reduce hits by ground-fire on the airplanes. Also worthy of 
emphasis is that no incidents involving "short rounds ' occur¬ 
red. 

5 Dec 67 
Event 19 

VERDI/FERGUSON: 20mm gun, 4/M-117 rgp (retarded M- 
117 tail donated by 366 TFW) 

McENCROE/LEAR: 6x 19/2.75'ffar, 6/Mk 81 rgp 
Target: YD-175745, On-call Fingerprint 44 control. 

BDA: 85%' was all we got out of the FAC(A)...but see Re¬ 
marks. 

Remarks: We waited an hour to get on this target while Super 
Grunts (Recon) sorted out with the FAC(A) exactly where all 
their troops were...the more careful operators not only wanted to 
accountfor everyone, they were also reluctant to tell too much on 
the radio (the bad guys listened). We didn ‘t mind...we took on 
extra gas from our tanker 1358-1405, then worked over the 
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objective 1428 -1435. This strike was, incidentally, first use by 
USMC aircraft of retarded M-117 (snakeye-typef.and excellent 
munition. The customer was as pleased as we were...a very 
good show. 

There were many more mission summaries in these papers that 
my space here does not allow me to reprint. There was also more 
amplifying comment on tactics and procedures which presumably 
will all come out when John Verdi writes his own book on the Viet¬ 
nam War. 

John Verdi was an uncoventional Vietnam warrior; he wanted to 
win the war, and was willing to put his life on the line to do it. Perhaps 
more significantly, (and more sadly) he was willing to put his career 
on the line. 

JACK McENCROE 

...joined the Marine Corps during 1965. He earned his wings in 
December of 1966 and, after considerable effort, got into F-4s. Jack 
had wanted to fly the Phantom all along and one of his instructors 
had advised him that the best way to make sure he got what he wan¬ 
ted was to return from leave early, check in at his duty base and if 
they did not give him what he wanted, check back out on leave and 
return the next day. He had completed his flight training and was in 
San Diego, with orders to report to MC AS El Toro. On his initial visit 
to El Toro, he discovered that the officer in charge of flight assign¬ 
ments was a Marine helicopter pilot, who thought all Marine aviators 
should fly helicopters. The helicopter officer assigned Jack to helos 
no less than five times, resulting in five checkouts and returns. On 
the last attempt, the helo officer told Jack, “Look, Lieutenant, this is 
the Marine Corps and you will damn well go where I tell you!” 

As he was walking out the door, a sympathetic warrant officer 
pulled him aside and said, “Come back in thirty minutes and we’ll 
see what we can do for you.” When he returned, the helo officer was 
not around and the warrant officer sent him over to MAG 33, the F-4 
group. Jack had told him that he wanted to go to the squadron with 
the most F-4s and the fewest pilots. When he reported to the group 
commander, the CO said, “Well, I see you want to be a photo pilot?” 
Jack said, “No sir.” “But,” said the C.O., “We got you in the squadron 
with the most F-4s and the fewest pilots!” Jack repeated that he did 
not want to go to a reconnaissance squadron and the CO said that he 
had one slot left in VMFA-122, which was scheduled to deploy to 
Vietnam in six months. Jack jumped at the chance. He was a second 
lieutenant and destined to remain so for longer than necessary. His 
promotion papers had followed him out of flight school, and were 
sitting on the helo officer’s desk, ready to be served. Jack, fearing that 
he could lose his F-4 assignment if he returned to pick up his promo¬ 
tion papers, decided to wait for the papers to catch up with him at 
their own bureaucratic speed. This is his narrative of his Vietnam 
experience: 

VMFA-122 Trans-Paced their own airplanes, deploying to 
Vietnam as a squadron. (This only happened early in the war. 
Later, those units in the war zone generally stayed...in name 
only. The personnel changed as the thirteen month tour require¬ 
ment caused a constant turn-over.) It took us about six days to 
complete the move. Four of us made it to Hawaii the first day, 
but the balance of the squadron hadjoin-up and refueling pro¬ 
blems and it took them three days to finally get there. We jum¬ 
ped off the next day for Wake Island, then to Guam, the Philip¬ 
pines, and on into Danang. We were doing a division takeoff 
from Wake when my left main tire blew. Fortunately, I was on 
the left wing of the lead airplane, so when I went careening off 
into the weeds, we didn t collide. I hollered for my RIO, Steve 
Lear, to hang on, telling him that I thought we might be going 
into the water. Tongue in cheek, heart in throat, he said, "I'm 
right behind you mane!” (His Cajun accent turned "man ’ into 
"mane.') 

A few years previous, an Air Force C-135 had caughtfire on 
takeoff and even though the pilots successfully aborted the 



Jack McEncroe (kneeling) and Steve Lear preflight the nose gear of 


their Phantom during VMFA-122 workups at El Toro, California, prior to 
their deployment to Vietnam. (McEncroe) 

takeoff, the fire trucks could not get to them in time to prevent 
their dying in the fire. As a result of that crash, Wake routinely 
had the fire trucks chase all flights down the runway, or had 
them stationed at the departure end. When we headed off into 
the weeds, thefire trucks were hot on our tail. Thefriction of the 
wheel, sans tire, on concrete and coral had started a fire in the 
left main gear, freezing the brakes. As we were approaching the 
water, we slid across an old World War II runway that was 
parallel to the end of the duty runway. I literally bent my right 
rudder pedal; I kicked it so hard trying to turn on that old run¬ 
way. Theforce of my kick freed up the brakes and we did a smart 
right turn and slid to a stop right on the end ofthe duty runway. 
Steve hollered, ”I'm getting out of here!” Well, I knew that fire 
truck was in hot pursuit and would probably cover us with foam 
to smother any incipient fire real quick. I told him not to leave 
just yet, but it was too late...he had already unplugged his head¬ 
set. He opened his canopy just in time to be turned into a snow 
cone by the predictable blast of foam from the fire truck. I 
had to laugh! 

VMFA-122 was a unique squadron in many ways. The men, 
the mission, the camradarie and the leadership molded a great 
bunch ofguys into a very efficient and proud unit. We were John 
Verdi "s Marines and proud ofit! We were the only Marine Corps 
F-4 squadron with all-weather capability. We flew with up 
radars and up weapons delivery systems. We had originally 


McEncroe and Everett sitting on 750 pound bombs on a bomb trailer at 
Danang. McEncroe went to VMFA-115 as a check pilot after his initial 
combat tour with VMFA-122. (McEncroe) 











This freshly painted overall Black sharkmouthed F-4B at Danang still 
has masking tape covering the canopy and air intakes. The purpose for 
the overall Black paint scheme is unknown. (Norm Taylor) 


RM 22, an RF-4B of VMCJ-1, on final approach for landing at an airbase 
in Vietnam. The Marines were the only service to operate the RF-4B. 
(McDonnell Douglas) 


A Marine Corps Phantom pilot with Khaki flight suit under his G suit and 
survival vest. The Khaki flight suit was eventually superseded by the 
Green Nomex suit. 


n RF-4B of VMCJ-1. This squadron spent more consecutive time in the 
rar zone than any other Marine squadron (1965-70). 

























































































McEncroe and his RIO, Steve Lear, in the cockpit of their Phantom 
before a mission over South Vietnam. (McEncroe) 

been scheduled to deploy aboard the USS RANGER (CVA-61) 
for carrier qualifications. Then the communists attacked the air 
base at Danang and blew up two fighter squadrons and our 
assignment was changed. We arrived at Danang during August 
of1967. We flew close air support, high angle dives, and TPQs, 
which I thought were a waste of time...someone trying to up the 
tonnage of bombs dropped. We escorted the A-6s up into the 
Hanoi-Haiphong areas of North Vietnam. We also flew a lot in 
northern Laos and it is one of those missions which stands out in 
my mind. I was not on this mission, but it occurred on the day I 
flew the most missions of my tour. 

John Drew was the first replacement pilot to arrive in the 
squadron and we really never got a chance to get to know him 
very well. Naturally, the rest of us were very tight, having gone 
through F-4 combat training together and then deploying as a 
unit to Vietnam. On the hot pad the night before his sixth mis¬ 
sion, I got to talking to John. He had been a couple of months 
ahead of me in the training command, but had been assigned to 
the east coast. When he joined our squadron, being a new guy, 
he was suspect in a very protective en vironment. We were all very 
proud of being in VMFA-122 and threatened by anyone who 
might tarnish our record. John was scheduled tofly the next day, 
and oh, how he embellished, rather than tarnished our image! 

On that day, Steve Lear and I had flown two missions and 
were scheduled to fly an A-6 escort to Hanoi. It had been an 
eventful day even before the mission to Hanoi. Bob Hope's USO 
group was on base and Gary Fors and I had gotten front-row 
seats because we had to fly a mission immediately after the 
show. Gary was killed on that mission. Gary was to be the only 
original member of John Verdi's VMFA-122 who did not come 
home. He was a great guy! 

I flew my escort mission to Hanoi that night. Our usual 
method of operation wasfor the A-6s to take the eastern routeto 
Hanoi, over the Gulf of Tonkin, then turn in somewhere south of 
Haiphong. We would take the western route, up over Laos, then 
cross into North Vietnam and hold about 14 miles west of 
Hanoi, at 14,000feet in a figure eight holding pattern. Twice the 
North Vietnamese had launched MIGs against us. I Chased one 
MIG towards Red China, but could not convince Red Crown 
(the radar controllerfor North Vietnam, stationed off the coast 
in a cruiser) to give us permission to fire. The rules of engage¬ 
ment at that time specified that we had to make visual iden¬ 
tification before firing on any aircraft. We figured that was 
ridiculous, since we were the only airplanes up there except for 
Air Force recce airplanes, and their positions were known. 

The only ECM we had was chaff strips carried in our speed 
brake wells...which was the same as not having anything, since I 
don t know anybody crazy enough to pop their speed brakes 
over Hanoi! They only fired two SAMs at me that night, but the 
triple-A was spectacular! I always thought they used the SAMs 
like a cow-puncher...trying to herd us into flak traps, where they 
might have everything from 37MMto 100 mm AAA. AAA fired at 
night never failed to get your attention! 



The A-6s would come across at low level to drop their ord- 
dnance. There was never any doubt about where they were, 
because the AAA and tracers chasing them were very visible. 
They would then head out with us doing figure eights to cover 
them and ourselves on the way out. We got down to Udom, 
Thailand, refueled and headed back to Hanoi to escort the next 
group of A-6s. After they were clear, we refueled again at Udom, 
then headed down into the valley that Gary Fors had been shot 
down in. We had gotten his RIO, Guy Lashlee, who evaded hun¬ 
dreds ofNVA for two hours, but there was no sign of Gary and we 
never found him. 

That madefour missions that day and I was beat when I got 
back to Danang. I was heading for my hooch when the Execu¬ 
tive Officer, “ Bear ” Waldvogel, came running up and said, 
'John Drew hasjust been shot up! Can you take my hop?” (John 
Verdi was on R&R, so Bear was the acting CO and needed to be 
at squadron operations.) 

John’s mission had been up around Tchepone in northern 
Laos. This was a hotly contested area and you could always 
expect to get a rousing welcome when you went up there. As he 
was pulling off the target after his first run, he took a hit. The 50 
caliber tracer round came through the left side of the airplane, 
blew off the top of the throttles, went through his left shoulder 
and the top ofthe ejection seat, and spent itself on the canopy. A 
fragment of this round caused the ejection light to go on. Bill 
Simone was John’s backseater and even though the light was on 
and the cockpit was smoky, he sensed that this was not the place 
to eject ifyou could help it. He asked John if they should eject, 
but John was not able to answer...yet. Bill could tell John had 
been hit, since there was blood and bits of flesh all over the cock¬ 
pit. On his second try. Bill got an answer out of his pilot. The air¬ 
plane was under control and John told Bill not to eject yet. He 
would try for a safer area before they punched out. 

With the airplane under control, and his leader, Jacques 
Naviaux, talking to the Search and Rescue people, John’s main 
concern was in staying conscious. He was losing blood, and after 
struggling with his survival vest and getting a compress out, he 
dropped it on thefloor of the cockpit, out of reach. (As it turned 
out, the size of the wound was so large that the compress would 
not have helped much anyway.) Once over the coast, John made 
the decision to try for Danang, 70 miles south. Bill kept up a 
steady stream of conversation and encouragement. At thirty 
miles out, Lead called for the morest arresting gear to be set, 
since he didn i know how much control Drew would have over 
landing speed. Drew wasflying with his right hand only...the left 
was lying useless in his lap....which meant that he had to reach 
over and make throttle adjustments with his right hand, using 
what was left ofthe throttles. The landing was routine. As soon as 
they stopped, Simone climbed out, inserted the safety pins in 
both seats and helped the medics get Drew out of the airplane. 

He went into immediate surgery, and was evacuated the next 
day. John Drew had proved that he belonged in VMFA-122. He 
was awarded the Silver Star and Bill Simone was awarded the 
Distinguished Flying Cross. 

My next mission, which was my fifth of that day, was against 
the guns that had shot Drew. We got those guns. Since I was fiy- 

This armament load was used by VMFA-122 on short close air support 
missions (there are no external fuel tanks). The three 20mm Vulcan can¬ 
non pods could wreak havoc with the enemy when all three were 
fired simultaneously. 









A VMFA-122 Phantom loaded with six 500 pound Snakeyes on the 
inboard wing stations and napalm bombs on the centerline station. 
VMFA-122 regularly flew missions deep into North Vietnam as MIGCAP 
for Marine A-6 strikes against Hanoi-Haiphong. Their Phantoms were 
fitted with tail-warning radar and ECM equipment for these missions. 
(USMC) 

ing Bear 's hop. Steve Lear was not with me on this mission, but 
another great RIO. J. Steinon. was. We arrived overhead Tche- 
pone and the place lit up! Weputthem out of business on the first 
run. It was a great feeling! 

Steve Lear and I had perfected a rather unique bomb delivery 
....one which just about guaranteed good results, and we never 
got hit by groundfire while using it, although there was plenty of 
it around! My delivery consisted of rolling inverted, then pulling 
into a 90 degree dive, which gave me the option of rolling the air¬ 
plane to any position necessary to keep the pipper on the target. 

We never had to worry about exact mil settings on the bombsight, 
because we knew the bomb was pretty much going where we 
aimed it. The hairy part, for Steve, was the pull-out after drop¬ 
ping. We would drop at 10,000feet, then pull! The F-4 was text 
book limited to 7 or 8.5 Gs, but Ifigure we pulled 10 or II every 
time. It was tough on Steve, heading straight down at 600 knots 
with no control over the outcome, and tough on the airplane, but 
like I said, we hit the target and we never got hit ourselves using 
this delivery. In 352 combat missions, totaling 800 hours, we 
were only hit twice, both times on close air support missions 
where we were forced to use a flatter delivery trajectory. 

The 1968 Tet Offensive provided us with some of the most 
challengingflying of the whole tour. Most of it was close air sup¬ 
port, often operating under 400foot ceilings. We dropped napalm 
at 600 knots and 25 feet and snakeye bombs at 600 knots and 
100 feet. When you are doing that, then pulling 7 Gs coming off 
the target and trying to stay under that 400foot ceiling...you are 
busy! It was also during this period that we began to see a more 
direct correlation between the bombing pauses that Lyndon 
Johnson mandated and the level of NVA activity in the south. 
After the Christmas bombing pause we got our butts blown 
away on 3 January, then again on the 29th and 30th. It was real 
clear to us that as long as we kept the pressure on them, we were 
winning the war. As soon as we gave them some breathing room, 
they would resupply and come after us again. Why wasn't it 

Flying combat missions day in and day out created lots of opportunities 
for interesting incidents, such as this runaway Phantom. Crash crews 
survey the damage to the tail section amid the fire fighting foam which 
had been sprayed on the aircraft to prevent a fire. (McEncroe) 



McEncroe and Lear airborne in their VMFA-323 Phantom during March 
of 1968, at the height of the battle for Khe Sanh. The battle was one of 
the most lopsided victories in history, resulting in the loss of three full 
divisions of NVA troops. This loss set back the communist plan for an 
invasion of South Vietnam by four years. (McEncroe) 

obvious to Washington??!! 

Most observers credit airpower and the gutty performance of 
the Marine grunts on the ground with winningthe battle of Khe 
Sanh and they are right, but not for the reason most think. The 
Bubonic Plague gets a large assistfor winning the battle of Khe 
Sanh. After we had shut off all supplies to the North Vietnamese 
armies around Khe Sanh, they resorted to killing and eating 
rats. When it was all over and we went into the jungles around 
Khe Sanh, we found mass graves for the victims of the plague. 

The war was over in March of 1968, then Johnson’s bombing 
halt gave the enemy a chance to regroup. Prior to that time, we 
had pretty well pounded him into submission. In fact, in January I 
rarely saw a SAM fired in Route Pack Six and never down south, 
but after the bombing halt, we saw SAMs fired in Route Pack 
One! Lyndon Johnson was my Commander in Chief. The office 
I respected, the man I did not! 

I left VMFA-122 at the end of January and transferred to 
VMFA-323for a short time, then wound up my tour at Chu Lai 
as the squadron check pilot for MAG-13, where I gave all the 
new guys their first five rides and dodged numerous rocket 
attacks. 

Flying the F-4 in defense of our country was very fulfilling 
and a tremendous thrill, yet those of us in the air were only an 
extension of our support people. The Marines in our main¬ 
tenance shops were thefinest men it has ever been my pleasure to 
know and they share in all our our successes. The F-4 was team¬ 
work, and we were a great team! John Verdi s Marines. . BUR¬ 

NER NOW!! 

Jack resigned from the Marine Corps shortly after returning to 
the States and went to work for Delta Airlines. After numerous 
shoulder operations grounded him, he devoted all of his time to his 
real estate investment company. He lives in Steamboat Springs, 
Colorado, with his wife Anita and three daughters, Kelly, Katie, 
and Kristi. 


The Phantom was ultimately stopped when it punched its nose through 
the wall of a revetment. The boxes surrounding the F-4 are empty 20mm 
ammunition boxes. (McEncroe) 











This F-4B of VMFA-122 was assigned to Jack McEncroe and Steve Lear. 
VMFA-122 was the only unit to employ three 20mm gun pods as a stan¬ 
dard armament configuration. 



Manny Simpson’s night IFR close air support mission. According to 
Manny, “if you really want to know how dark it was, turn off the lights 
and look at this picture in moonlight!” 
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DONN BEATTY 

Donn Beatty was in Naval Aviation Cadet training class 16-56. 
He received his commission and wings in June of 1957 and his first 
assignment was with VMF-312 at MCAS Beaufort. S.C., flying the 
North American FJ Fury. His next assignment followed graduation 
from Naval Intelligence School. He was assigned to MAG-32 as an 
S-2 Officer until February of 1960, when he joined 2nd ANGLICO in 
Camp Lejuene, North Carolina. After an interesting tour of duty at 
Guantanamo Bay. Cuba, he was assigned to training command as 
an Instructor Pilot in the TF-9 jet trainer at Beeville. Texas. 

Following that assignment, he attended Naval Aviation Safety 
School at the University of Southern California. He was then as¬ 
signed to MAG-11 at NAS Atsugi, Japan, as Group Safety Officer. 
He returned to MCAS El Toro. California in September of 1964. 
joining VMF(AW)-312 which had transitioned to the F-8 Crusader. 
The following February he transferred to VMF(AW)-122. In July of 
1966 he was assigned to the 3rd MAW staff as Wing Special Services 
Officer. In January of 1967 he was reassigned to VMFA-122 which 
transitioned to the F-4B Phantom. 

During the months preceding the TRANSPAC to Vietnam, 
VMFA-122 practiced night navigation through the mountains to the 
various bombing ranges, using the F-4's radar. They also practiced 
loft bombing and radar bombing. The practice using the Phantom's 
weapons system radar for ground mapping navigation would prove 
to be very helpful when they got to Vietnam. Donn recalled at least 
two occasions where GCA controllers nearly steered him into moun¬ 
tains on the approach to Danang. After that, he said. "We did all of 
our own self-contained approaches, using the F-4’s radar.” The use 
of the radar for this approach was unique to VM FA-122. It was one of 
many unique characteristics of this squadron, which was led by one 
of the most brilliant mavericks in Southeast Asia. 

John Verdi was a commander who had his eye squarely on the 
mission. He had no use for careerists...the "ticket punchers” who 
only did a Vietnam tour to enhance their military resume. Verdi 
encouraged innovation and never asked his troops to do something 
he would not do or had not done himself. Donn Beatty was his 
Maintenance Officer and. as such, was responsible for many of the 
armament and navigation modifications done to VMFA-122 air¬ 
planes. His account of the tour is an adventure, or a horror story, 
depending on your point of view. Donn said he enjoyed it. These are 
his reminiscences: 

Working for John Verdi made the tour that much more 
colorful. I remember one time when he sent me what we called a 
"blue blazer'"... a strongly worded message, written on blue 
note paper, that indicated that he was not happy with main¬ 
tenance and that if it didn "t improve by Tuesday, he would take it 
over himself. I sat down and wrote him a fifteen page, typed, 
single space reply, which he sat on for two weeks before ack- 


Donn Beatty in the cockpit of his Phantom at Danang after returning 
from a mission. His Phantom carries a Black tank marking on the intake 
plate indicating one kill over an NVA tank. (Beatty) 




Plane Captain CPL Lonnie Wright with Donn Beatty next to “their” 
Phantom on the line at Danang, Vietnam. The plane captain was respon¬ 
sible for seeing that the aircraft was mission ready at all times. (Donn 
Beatty) 


nowledging it...but he left me alone after that. He would really 
respect you if you stood up for your beliefs. He was a real 
warrior, who was in his element in combat and he had no res¬ 
pectfor any commander who he thought wasn "t. He declared the 
theater commander persona non-grata in the squadron and 
would not publicly acknowledge any orders from him. This 
caused the rest of us to do some fancy scrambling to forestall a 
showdown. On two occasions, I got him to do something that no 
one else could, which was to apologize to the entire squadron in 
formation for some of his actions. The second time he told me. 
"This is the second time I have done this and don "t ever expect 
me to do it again...no matter what I do!" 

The Transpac to Vietnam was an adventure in itself. As 
Maintenance Officer, I was responsiblefor making sure that the 
airplanes were ready for the long, over waterflight. On the days 
preceding the flight, the squadron pilots began to get real picky 
about their airplanes. It seemed like if eight planes went out, 
four would come back with maintenance gripes. If six went out. 
three would come back, etc. etc. Finally, I asked for a full day for 
maintenance, then told the pilots that when we left, ifl saw any 
of them turn back, I would ram them! We got seventeen air¬ 
planes to Hawaii that day! Our next leg was on to Wake Island. 
We got there just ahead of a typhoon. No one wanted to stick 
around for that, so we hustled out ofthere the next day. As Main¬ 
tenance Officer, I was always scheduled to fly the sickest air¬ 
plane. On thisflight, that happened to be an airplane with a hole 
in oneflap, which had been put there by an air hose that broke 
loose from the APU during start. We couldn t go with a hole in 
theflap, so we rushed across thefield to a Pan A merican A irwavs 
maintenancefacility to see if they could help us. They gave us a 
roll of "speedy tape", a tape that resembles duct tape, butwhich 
will hold up at high speed. I liked that stuff so much that I got a 
few more rollsfrom them. That speed tape saved usfrom having 
to go to major repairs in the combat zone many times when a 
bullet hole in a flap or tail or some non-vital spot had to be 
repaired before we could fly. 

Our next stop was Agana, on Guam. From there we would 
go direct to Subic Bay, then on to Danang. I was in the lastflight 
to leave Agana, flying number four in the sick bird. Don "Bear" 
Waldvogel, our Executive Officer, was leadingtheflight. As Bear 
got up to rotation speed, he blew a tire on one of his mains. He 
wasn "t going fast enough to get airborne, and the Phantom was 
loaded with all thefuel it could carry. I watched him veer off the 
runway and head across the airport, with the airplane shedding 
pieces as he went. There was a tremendous cloud of dirt, air¬ 
plane pieces, and assorted crap flying as the Phantom headed 
straight for the Pan Am terminal. The wing tanks ruptured, and 
the airplane was now trailingflames as it jumped one of the jet 
blast deflectors andfinally came to rest on top of a Volkswagen 
right in front of the terminal coffee shop, scaring the hell out of 
the customers. 

Waldvogel and his RIO blew the canopies off, and the RIO 





calmly stepped out. Don was pumping so much adrenalin 
though, that as he grabbed the canopyframe and pulled himself 
up and out ofthe airplane, he did a complete somersault over the 
nose, landing on his head and knocking himself silly. The fire 
and rescue squad was there quickly and they dragged him away 
from the wreckage, scratching his knee and giving him the only 
injury he receivedfrom this escapade. They loaded him into the 
ambulance and headedfor the flight line. We had taxied back, 
of course and as the ambulance approached the flight line, I 
steeled myself to get the bad news. When the ambulance stopped, 
the Bear staggered out with a cheerful, "Hi, Donn!" We left for 
Danang the next day. 

Our radar modification allowed us to pick up a radar 
beacon placed at the end of the runway. That was the secret to 
our self-contained approach and I believe we were the only 
squadron who did that. Since we often flew at maximum gross 
weight, or higher, I also modified the jettison switch in the air¬ 
plane to make it easier to reach. I also installed an old ARN-6 
loop antenna in one airplane in order to be able to pick up and 
home in on Hanoi radio when we went to Route Pack Six. 

At the request of the CO, I went out and tried some 30 degree 
dive bombing with 500 pound Snakeye bombs. These were 
unsuccessful because we just didn t have enough depression on 
the gunsight and the delivery speeds were too slow for safe 
maneuvering. After nearly making grass stains on the entire 
body of my F-4,1 recommended to Verdi that we not pursue this 
idea further. But this was an indication of how we were always 
looking for more effecti ve hyj >’5 tofight the war. We also installed 
wiring which would allow us to hang the 20mm Vulcan cannon 
pods on the outboard wing stations (the F-4B/J Phantom could 
only carry the gun pods on the centerline station.) Unfor¬ 
tunately, the gun pods were so unreliable that you could never be 
assured that they would all fire at the same time. When they 
didn't, the assymetrical recoil made it tough to hit anything...but 
when they did. it was some experience! The recoil felt like you 
were actually backing up! All of these special missions were in 
addition to our regularly assigned missions. 

We often got attacked by Viet Cong or NVA troops, who 
would lob mortars or rockets onto the airport. One revetment in 
particular seemed to take more than its share of punishment. 
The airport crash-fire-rescue unit was on the other side of the 
field and, since it was an Air Force unit, their first priority was 
usually the USAF. That meant that if both sides got hit and air¬ 
planes were burning in both locations, theirs got saved and ours 
didn't. There was also a salvage dump on the Air Force side of 
thefield and one day while I was reconnoitering Ispotted what 
appeared to be a derelict water truck. I sent one ofmy staffNCOs 
over to see if he could talk the Air Force out of the old truck. He 
did, and managed to get it running. We took that old beat-up 
truck and installed a 55 gallon drum of dry chemical fire sup¬ 
pressant on the back. With the combination of water and che¬ 
mical, wefabricated a foam generator and we were able to save 
three airplanes which would have been lost in subsequent attacks. 
Our little scrounged-up’fire department became so popular 
that we actually sold it to the incoming squadron when weleftto 
rotate home. 

"Little John " Cummings was my RIO during my tour. He 
later returned to Vietnam and with his pilot, Tom "Bear " Lasseter, 
shot down a MiG-21. It was the only kill by a Marine squadron 
during the war. One night Littlejohn and I were up north, flying 
MIGCAPfortheA-6s. Wewerein a holding pattern over Yen Bai 
and, as the A-6s started out after their bomb runs, wepickedupa 
target heading their way. It was a sucker target and as soon as 
we turned on it, the MiG did a one-eighty and headed for the 
middle of Hanoi, trying to draw us into a SAM andflak trap. I 
gotfixated on that target, chasing him in burner, trying to catch 
him before he got to Hanoi. Suddenly I realized that I should be 
watching my fuel. I looked down and, sure enough, we were 
beyond bingo fuel. There was no way we were going to get to the 
MiG. so I headed west for our refueling point, near Udom. After 



Acrowd of Marines survey the damage to this burned out F-4 which was 
one of the casualties of a North Vietnamese Army rocket attack on 
Danang. (Beatty) 


figuring the fuel, I realized we weren't even going to make 
Udom. I started calling for a tanker to come out and meet us. 
Thank God there was one on station, and we got to him and 
plugged in with 800 pounds of fuel showing on the totalizer. It 
was 0400, dark, and we had flown a long night mission, but I 
made one of the sweetest plug-ins on that tanker of my entire 
career. 

Most of our missions north were MIGCAP missions for the 
Marine Attack squadrons taking part in Rolling Thunder and 
most of them that Iflew were at night. One of the few day mis¬ 
sions that I recall was led by John Verdi. There was supposed to 
befour of us escorting ‘Willie the Whale,' the EF-10 Skyknight 
electronic warfare airplane, which was headedfor Haiphong on 
an intelligence gathering mission. I was flying number three, 
with Jack McEncroe on Verdi s wing. My wingman developed 
hydraulic problems and had to turn back, but I kept going. 
When we got to our station, we started a high station weaveover 
the EF-10. Within a couple of minutes we picked up a target to 
the south and Verdi and McEncroe took off after the MIG, leav¬ 
ing me as the sole protector of the ECM bird as he trolled for 
enemy radar emissions. The implications of this sunk in in a big 
hurry. There I was, all alone, over Haiphong Harbor in broad 
daylight, with China close at hand. I was sure they would start 
shooting missiles and send MiGs up to try to shoot us down. I 
was surprised when they didn t. Eventually, Verdi and McEn¬ 
croe returned when their contact turned out to be a friendly and 
we headed home. There was one final bit of drama as we 
egressed. Ilooked back and down at our seven o clock and spot¬ 
ted two airplanes low, down on the water. I called bogies and 
you never saw three airplanes reverse so fast! We were armed 
and ready to shoot when we identified an F-8 and A -4...playing 
games where they shouldn i have been. 


Warrant Officer J.O. Thornton, Donn Beatty, R.S. Brown, and John 
Cummings inspect the bomb load on Beatty’s Phantom. The mission 
set a new record for the squadron — 10,000 tons of bombs dropped by 
VMFA-122. (Beatty) 











An F-4B of VMFA-531 in the markings the squadron carried in Vietnam 
during 1965. 


MARINES 


VMFA-531 ’s markings became much more colorful after the war ended 


VMFA S31 


F4N 

151007 


MARTD ANDREWS was later redesignated as VMFA-321, a reserve 
Marine fighter squadron. The unit markings were among the most 
colorful ever carried by the Phantom. 


MARTD ANDREWS 


An F-4J Phantom of VMFA-232, the last Marine Phantom unit to leave 
the war zone. 



Low visibility tactical Grey camouflage had become the order of the day 
during the 1980s. This F-4S of VMFA-251 carries the standard Navy/ 
Marine F-4 tactical camouflage. 


































































An F-4B of VMFA-323 departs on a Close Air Support (CAS) mission 
from Danang Air Base, South Vietnam. 




This F-4J of VMFA-334 is about to plug 
into a tanker’s trailing refueling hose. 



An F-4J of VMFA-232 on the ramp at Osan Air Base, South Korea, during 
June of 1974. VMFA-232 was one of the more colorful Marine Phantom 
units. (Norm Taylor) 



(Left) A VMFA-323 crew about to board their Phantom for a mission over 
South Vietnam. The F-4 is loaded with Snakeye retarded bombs, weapons 
well suited for CAS missions. The pilot wears a camouflage flight suit, 
while the RIO wears a Tan flight suit. (McEncroe) 


(Below) Checker tailed F-4Bs of VMFA-312 parked on the flight line at 
MCAS Beaufort, South Carolina, on 12 April 1966. (Norman E. Taylor) 
















































MAJ Donn Beatty receives his Oak Leaves by the commander who 
followed John Verdi as skipper of VMFA-122 in Vietnam. (Beatty) 


The HUMMER was a Marine Corps Douglas R4D Skytrain which was 
used as an intra-theatre transport. The old Skytrain operated out of 
Danang during August of 1968. (McEncroe) 



On my first 100 missions, I never got hit. On my last 229 it 
seemed like I got hit every time I went out. Of course, many of 
those missions were close air support and I had the habit of duel¬ 
ing with quadfifties (actually quad-mounted 12.7 MM machine 
guns.) While several of them were silenced, / never took what 
could be considered a serious hit. But on one mission in the Khe 
Sanh area, during the siege, we were called in to blast one of 
those quad fifties, which had just nailed one of our A-4s. I had 
six pods of 2.75 inch rockets and I let them all go right on top of 
that gun position. After / pulled off, the FAC said, ‘Well, he's 
either chained to the gun and dead, or he jumped in a spider 
hole when he saw you coming and is back out again. " I said, 
"There's only one way tofind out!", and rolled in on him again. 
Trouble is, I didn't have any ordnance, and that guy had been in 
a hole, because he really filled the sky with lead! While we never 
did get him, I believe I ran him out of ammunition, scared hell 
out of my wingman...and on later speculation...me too! 

The most satisfying missions were close air support missions 
where you knew you had saved somebody's butt. I recall one 
where we had troops in contact and I was loaded with napalm. 

After we had made multiple passes and pulled off, the guy on the 
ground called to thank us, and I could hear the troops in the 
background yelling and cheering. That sent chills up my 
spine. 

One innovative mission that we worked on was radar loft 
bombing. There was an island off the coast, near Dong Ha, 
named Tiger Island, which everyone assumed was deserted. We 
used it as a target to perfect our technique. When we got pretty 
good and started to get some hits, we began taking fire. Here the 
place had been occupied the whole time and we thought we were 
flying practice missions! By the time they started shooting at us 
though, we were good enough to hit them, and we soon silenced 
those guns. 

Donn flew his 329 combat missions in less than eleven flying months. 
When he returned from Southeast Asia he was assigned to the Marine A ir 
Weapons Training Unit, Pacific. He was responsible for the F-4 air-to- 
ground and air-to-air weapons tactics development. He attended USAF 
Fighter Weapons School and advised the Navy on formation of its now- 
famous air-to-air fighter school, Top Gun. After his tour at MAWTU, he 
attended Auburn University to finish his degree; then, was assigned to 
MCAS Beaufort, as Executive Officer of VMFA-451, which he later com¬ 
manded for fifteen months. From there it was on to MCAS Iwakuni, 
Japan, on the Wing Staff. After that he was sent to Headquarters, Marine 
Corps in Washington. He retiredfrom the Marine Corps during 1976 and 
today is Assistant Director of Transportation at DFW airport, in Dallas, 
Texas. 


During one North Vietnamese rocket attack, one of the 1 22mm B-40 roc¬ 
kets fired by the NVA blew a gaping hole through the VMFA-122 hangar 
wall. (McEncroe). 
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Jack McEncroe and his RIO, Steve Lear, pose with their Phantom prior 
to a mission with VMFA-323. The Phantom’s ordnance load includes 
Zuni rockets, 500 pound Snakeye bombs, and napalm bombs. (Mc¬ 
Encroe) 



A VMFA-115 Phantom on the ramp at Ubon RTAFB, Thailand. The Phan¬ 
tom pilot landed at Ubon for fuel after a mission over Laos during 1968. 
The aircraft in the background are RTAF T-28 fighter-bombers. (Al Pic- 
cirillo via Norm Taylor) 



This VFMA-115 Phantom was loaded with four shot Zuni rocket pods on 
the centerline station and WWII vintage fat bombs on the inboard wing 
These VMFA-115 F-4Bs are lightly loaded during a mission flown on 26 stations on 2 May 1966. Within two weeks an abortive coup would be 

April 1966. The bomb shortage was a fact of operations faced by the staged in Danang which would require Air Marshall Ky to fly in 1,000 

Marines until late 1966 and early 1967. (USMC) South Vietnamese Marines to restore order. (USMC) 





















This VMFA-115 Phantom at Nakhon Phanom RTAB, Thailand, has the 
nose radome opened to expose the radar for maintenance, (via John 
Santucci) 


Jack McEncroe climbs aboard his VMFA-323 F-4B for a close air sup¬ 
port (CAS) mission during July of 1968, while the unit was based at 
Danang Air Base, South Vietnam. (McEncroe) 


VMFA-321, a Marine reserve squadron, celebrated the U.S. Bicenten 
nial with these colorful markings. (Jim Sullivan) 


Marine Captain Roy Stafford designed the Bicentennial paint scheme 
used on this VMFP-3 RF-4B. (McDonnell Douglas by Harry Gann) 




Marine Corps tactical camouflage, like the Navy and Air Force, has 
evolved to shades of Gray. The tactical camouflage is designed to make 
the F-4 less visible in the air-to-air role. (Norm Taylor) 
















(Below) CHIVAS REGAL, an F-4B of VMFA-115, returns to Danang after a 
mission over Vietnam during 1971. The US pullout had begun and the 
North Vietnamese were building up for the Easter invasion of 1972. Dur¬ 
ing this time more AAA sites were moved into South Vietnam and SAM 
batteries were positioned just across the DMZ. (USMC) 


(Below) It was not uncommon for the Marines to take advantage of the 
hospitality of the USAF’s 8th Tactical Fighter Wing at U bon for fuel when 
a tanker was not available and landing at an alternate base became 
necessary. (Al Piccirillo via Norm Taylor) 


(Above) The pilots and RIOs of VMFA-115 pose with one of their Phan¬ 
toms at Chu Lai during September of 1968. Jack McEncroe is fourth 
from the left, in a light colored flight suit. (McEncroe) 




















F-4B Phantoms of VMFA-115 on the ramp at NAS Atsugi, Japan, during 
1973. The Phantoms of the Silver Eagles had a distinctive White tail; 
with Red, White, and Blue stripes and the Silver eagle. (Norm Taylor) 

BOB DOUGAL 

Bob Dougal graduated from the U.S. Naval Academy during 
1964. He hadn't planned to join the Marines, but during finals week 
at the Naval Academy the graduating class is asked to make their 
duty selection. Dougal had opted for Naval Aviation, hoping to play 
football at Pensacola and he got in line for that assignment. The 
Midshipmen were lined up according to class standing and his 
standing was so low that he was well back in the line. When he 
finally got to the front of the line, the officer in charge said, “I don’t 
know anything about you playing football, but you are assigned to a 
flight school class beginning next January.” (His class standing also 
meant that he couldn't get into flight school right away and would 
have to remain at the Naval Academy until January.) He said, "I'm 
not going to do that!” took his card back from the assignments 
officer and looked for another line to get into. The shortest line was 
for the Marines. 

He went straight to Marine Corps boot camp, then on to flight 
school, receiving his wings in June of 1966. Flight school seemed to 
be a much better motivator than Annapolis and Bob finished high 
enough in his class to get a jet assignment. But his troubles with 
assignment officers were not over. 

Bob and a fellow native of Washington state, Gary Fors, both got 
their wings on the same day and both checked in at the MCAS El 
Toro, California, personnel office at the same time. The Personnel 
Officer told them that they were going to fly C-130s. Gary was very 
outspoken, while Bob describes himself as "mild-manhered...at least 
in the short run.” The Personnel Officer was a major. Gary and Bob 
were first lieutenants. Under these circumstances, you would expect 
the Marines to get two new C-130 pilots. But Gary stood his ground 
and said. "We’re not flyingC-130s!” "Yes, you are!” "The hell we are!” 
Bob was sure they were headed for the brig. "You two are going to 
have to go over to the C-130 squadron!" "Nope, we're not going." The 
major relented...a little. "O.K., siddown over there. I’m going to 
lunch and I'll talk to you when I get back." 

When the major returned, he told them that he had thought 
about it and decided that one of them could fly F-4s, but that one of 
then was going to HAVE to go to C-130s. Gary replied. “Nope, 
neither one of us is going to fly C-130s!" "My quota says one of you 
has to go!” “Tough shit! Neither one of us is going to fly C-130s!” 
After three hours of wrangling, the major finally said, “Alright, dam¬ 
mit! Both of you get the hell out of here and report to VMFA-122!” 
Bob figures the next fifteen guys didn't even get a chance to see that 
soft-hearted major...they just ended up with four throttles in their 
42 right hand. Bob's narrative of his tour with VMFA-122 follows: 


When I reported into the squadron, Major Bob Hudson was 
the squadron commander. He was a very junior Major, which 
struck me as odd, since Ifigured command of an F-4 squadron 
would be considered a choice assignment. But we were a stateside 
squadron and all the new airplanes and spare parts were going 
to the airplanes in the combat zone. Hudson had been given 
command of a squadron of down airplanes, without spare parts. 
That created severe morale problems, but he was a good squad¬ 
ron commander and today is a Lieutenant General. 

The only pilots who were getting any flying time to speak of 
were those who had received their orders to go to Southeast Asia. 
Morale was low because the squadron was not training as a unit 
and was really nothing more than a replacement depot for the 
combat squadrons. That all changed when the squadron was 
frozen and began training to go into combat as a unit. We began 
to receive priority in spare parts and in allocations of flying time. 
We also got a new squadron commander. 

LTCOL John Verdi was a firm believer in quality training 
and he wanted to send as many of us to the USAF Fighter 
Weapons School at Nellis AFB as he could. The Marine Corps 
said, "We don t have any money to send Marine pilots to an Air 
Force school." Verdi said the hell with the Marine Corps, Flltake 
care of this in my own way. He promptly contacted a couple of 
the Fighter Weapons instructors and invited them to visit El Toro 
on a weekend. As far as the Air Force was concerned, they were 
just on a cross country training flight when they arrived on a 
Friday afternoon in two brand-new camouflaged F-4s. We star¬ 
ted our Fighter Weapons School immediately with lectures, 
then flights with a Marine in the back seat of each of those F-4s, 
while we went up against them in our F-4s. It was a memorable 
weekend. Those Air Force airplanes even smelled new and those 
USAF instructors were great guys! We flew all day Saturday and 
Sunday with them...and it was a very’ valuable experience, 
although all totally unofficial. This was a typical example of 
how Verdi got thejob done in spite ofany obstacles thrown up in 
front of him, from their side or ours. There may have been some 
repercussions from this, but if there were, we never heard them. 
That was also typical. He managed to insulate us from higher 
headquarters, which is why there were very few' medals handed 
out to VMFA-122. Verdis favorite description of selected brass 
hats was; Hydrocephaletic, incompetent communists!" 

Verdi was a Reserve Officer, who thought all military men 
should be reserves and should only be on active duty when there 
was a war on. He had fought with the French at Dien Bien Phu 
and when the French withdrew from Vietnam, he got out of the 
military. Hefigured the only reason to have regulars was so that 
there was a cadre to train reservists! The stories about him are 
almost too numerous to tel! in a short narrative like this, but one 
of the most significant indicators of his effectiveness was that he 
rose to the rank of full colonel as a reservist, which was a 
rare occurrence. 

Ourfirst experiences with Verdi were pretty rough. For three 
weeks after he took over the squadron, we hardly saw him. 
When he wasn t flying cross countries to other Navy, Marine, or 
Air Force bases, he was behind locked doors. When he finally 
called hisfirst meeting of all officers, it was to administer a royal 
chewing-out. He had spent three weeks traveling to other bases, 
determining what could be accomplished with an all-out effort 
and he had come to the conclusion that we were sadly lacking in 
operational readiness. Of course, it wasn't thefault of John Hud¬ 
son, who had been denied airplanes, spare parts and pilots, but 
Verdi wanted to make the point that a new day had dawned and 
that we had better shape up...and damn quick! He terrified us 
and that was not a bad way to start out...it could only go one way 
after that...up...and it did. 

Our first combat mission in Vietnam was an orientation 
flight...an area familiarization flight, conducted by VMFA-235, 
which was flying F-8 Crusaders. Our CO (Verdi) flew wing on a- 
Crusader, flown (I think) by 235 s CO. Before they could get to 
the target. Verdi discovered that his wing tanks would not feed 
and he would not have enough internal fuel to finish the mis¬ 
sion. He was forced to leave the F-8 out there and come home. 
After he landed, he didn't even go to the fuel pits...hejust taxied 
back to the line and parked it. I was Flight Line Officer and bore 
the brunt of his displeasure, which was vocal and demonstra¬ 
tive! He just would not accept anything less than perfection and 














During 1972, VMFA-115 Phantoms operated from Nam Phong, Thailand. 
This F-4B is carrying a load of four shot Zuni rocket pods on the inboard 
wing stations. (Santucci) 

he did not hesitate to express his displeasure when pilots or 
equipment didn t measure up to his standard. 

The missions that gave me the most satisfaction were those 
close air support missions where you knew you had saved the 
lives of some of our Marines. One mission that is particularly 
memorable was flown against an enemy that we could not see, 
but knew was there. 

During the siege of Khe Sanh, our Marines occupied two 
hills within a few hundred yards ofthe base. These two hills were 
separated by a saddle that couldn't have been more than twenty 
yards wide. Khe Sanh was virtually surrounded by the North 
Vietnamese and, while they never managed a major frontal 
assault, they kept the pressure on with mortar, rocket and sniper 
fire. The area around Khe Sanh was honeycombed by their 
trenches and tunnels as they sought to infiltrate American lines. 
When the Marines on those two hills were surrounded, we laid 
on an all-out effort to save them. It was too hot an area to try to 
extract them by helicopter and the best we could do was drop 
ammunition and supplies via parachute. The North Viet¬ 
namese attacks were beaten back by the Marines, but that didn t 
stop the NVA from making a concerted effort to wipe out the 
Marines. Marine medics, using their stethoscopes, listened to the 
enemy tunneling into and under their hill. The implications 
were pretty obvious. The North Vietnamese were expert tunnel 
builders. They would either come up with another way to access 
the hilltops, or they would pack the hills with explosives and 
blow them away. The only way to discourage this was with 
massive amounts of close air support. Our bombs fell so close 
that they caused concussions among our troops, but we sure put 
an end to the NVA tunneling activities. Our reward was a lot of 
calls from thankful Marines who had been on that hill with 
what they considered uncertain futures before we showed up 
and sealed the tombs on those gooks. 

John Verdi called supply people 'Enemies of the American 
public.' His reasoning went like this; The American public, 
through taxes approved by Congress, bought and paid for cer¬ 
tain items of military hardware. When we couldn t get them 
through normal supply channels, it was because the supply peo¬ 
ple were not doing their jobs; hence, they were enemies of the 
taxpayers, who had paid for the hardware. He was particularly 
incensed if he discovered that something existed that would, in 
his judgment, make ourjobs easier and that something was not 
being passed along to us. A case in point was the Snakeyefinsfor 
750pound bombs. Snakeyefins operate like speed brakes on an 
airplane, deploying when the bomb is dropped. This retards the 
timefrom release until impact, allowing the bomber to drop his 
bombs at lower altitude, thereby being able to achieve more 
accuracy and still escape the blast of his own bombs. Snakeyes 
were commonly used for close air support, where pinpoint 
accuracy was a must and the most popular sizes were 250 and 
500pounders. Nobody had ever seen a 750snake...itjust seemed 
too big for close air support, since you couldn t get one of those 
things too close to your own troops, for fear of hurting them. 

Somehow Verdi found out about the 750 pound Snakeyes. 
Naturally he said. The damn supply people — enemies of the 
American public — have got them and they aren’t making them 
available! I want them!" And somehow, he got them. I only flew 
one mission with the "snaked" 750s. Howard DeCastro, one of 
the best pilots in our squadron, was my wingman and we had 



CHAOS was a Vietnam combat veteran assigned to VMFA-115. VMFA- 
115 was based at Atsugi, Japan, during March of 1971. 


one hell ofa time getting rid ofthose damn things! We wentfrom 
FACtoFAC, and each time they heard what we had, theytumedus 
down. A snaked 750 was like a snaked nuke to the troops...you 
could get it real close to them, but they didn't like it any more 
than the enemy. The FACs, most of them very experienced, had 
never heard of these things and we had a tough time convincing 
them that we really did have 750 snakes. We finally ended up 
dropping them in the DMZ, where they couldn i hurt anybody 
except the enemy. That was the last we saw of the 750 pound 
Snakeyes. 

There were not more than a half dozen of us who spent their 
entire tour in the squadron. VMFA-122 was unusual for the 
Vietnam War in that we came in country as a unit and we would 
have left as a unit, had we remained intact through the entire 
thirteen month tour. The Marine Corps figured this out about 
two thirds of the way through our tour and began the process of 
transferring people in and out of the squadron, to make sure 
that an adequate experience base remained in the unit, no mat¬ 
ter who came or went. In that way, we were just like all the other 
Marine or Air Force unitsfightingthe air war. Butin many other 
ways, we were unique. For instance, unlike the Air Force, we 
were not under positive control on our missions. We were able to 
take off, contact a FAC or FACs, and hit the targets that were 
most opportune. Or we were able to do armed reconnaissances, 
hitting targets ofopportunity. We pretty much went wherever we 
wanted within our area of operations. That kind of flexibility 
made for very effective air support and it was very popular with 
the pilots. 

On the other hand, the Air Force F-4 squadron on base was 
hamstrung by rules and regulations. We got to know their pilots 
well because we often spent some memorable hours together at 
the Officer's Clubs. We allowed them to come over andfly with 
us, in our airplanes. We could get away with that. They couldn’t. 

That was not the only interaction we had with them. They had a 
marvelous supply system, but there was one item they never 
seemed to get enough of, which we had in abundance. One of the 
great features of the F-4 is it s tailhook, which allowsfield arres¬ 
ted landings. Great when you have battle damage that might 
mean no brakes or no flaps. The Air Force was just not used to 
having airplanes with tailhooks and they never seemed to be 
able to get tailhook points. We traded those points for everything 

A pair of VMFA-115 Phantoms prepare for a section takeoff at Yokota, 
Japan, during October of 1974. Marine squadrons in Japan were ready 
to return to Vietnam if called upon. (Masumi Wada via Jack Bol via 
Jim Sullivan) 
















Joker was the aircraft assigned to the commander of Marine Air Group VMFA-115 saw its last Vietnam War action covering the evacuation of 
15 during August of 1973 and carries the Air Group insignia on the Saigon in April of 1975, while deployed aboard USS ENTERPRISE in the 
fuselage side. (Shinichi Ohtaki) South China Sea. In the background is the Phantom’s replacement, an 


from spare parts to wall lockers. 

You have heard the story about Tiger Island, off the coast of 
Vietnam, opposite the DMZ. We practiced our loft bombing 
there and some of us got pretty good at it. I got a chance to use 
what I had learned on an A-6 escort mission in the DMZ. TheA- 
6 was tasked with laying mines in the Ben Hai river, which runs 
through the DMZ. Laying mines requires a relatively low and 
slow profile, which would make the A-6 a sitting duck for the 
NVA gunners along the north side of the river. I was assigned the 
job of laying CBUs on theNVA to discourage them fromfiringat 
the A-6. The only problem was that the weather was terrible. The 
ceiling was less than 500feet, with no more than a couple of 
miles of visibility. You can t drop CBUs from that low, because 
they won't arm and break open as they were designed to. I 
decided to use what I had learned from my lofi bombing mis¬ 
sions against Tiger Island. I came in from the south, at 200feet, 
using Dong Ha as my IP. I spotted the target and, using the 
experience I had gained at Tiger Island, pulled up into the 
clouds, pickled off the CBUs, and did a wingoverin the clouds. I 
came out the bottom in time to see all those bomblets exploding 
all over the NVA positions. It may have been my proudest 
moment in Vietnam. I had called the A-6 in to coincide with by 
drop and he was able to skate through the target area without 
getting shot at. (He later wrote me, saying that he didn t even 
think he could have found the river without a full system A-6, 
with all it's sophisticated navigation equipment. He realized 
that I had done the whole thing VFR.) 

Howard DeCastro, who was a fantastic air-to-air pilot and 
later was named Marine Aviator of the year, was involved in one 
ofthe more bizarre incidents ofour tour. One day, sitting alert on 
the Hot Pad. Howard calmly walked out to a C-47 which was 
sitting at the end of the runway, awaiting takeoff clearance. He 
banged on the side of the fuselage until they opened the door, 
then climbed aboard. The Gooney took off and we had no idea 
where it was going, or where Howard landed. We would have 
been more amazed, but at the time the book Catch 22' was 
going around the squadron and we all felt that our unit fit the 

An F-4B of VMFA-115 on the ramp at Misawa Air Base, Japan, on 17 

August 1974. This F-4B (BuNo 153036) was assigned to VMFA-115’s 

Commanding Officer and was normally based at MCAS Iwakuni, Japan. 

(Norman E. Taylor) 


F-14 Tomcat of VF-1. (U.S. Navy by PHI James Lumzer) 

mold ofYossarian’s outfit in the book. Three days later I was the 
night maintenance duty officer. The phone rang and it was 
Howard. Somehow he had gotten through on the telephone 
from Ubon RTAB, Thailand. He was in the Officer's Club and 
was obviously in his cups. 

He said, "Dougal, I'm over here at Ubon. Steal an airplane 
and come get me! '" This was late in our tour and Verdi had been 
replaced. His replacement would never have consented to this 
rescue mission and we both knew it, which is why Howard wan¬ 
ted me to steal an airplane. I told him it would be impossible. We 
didn't even have any missions scheduled and there was no 
reason for me to take off. But he persisted and Ifinally agreed to 
go talk to the XO about retrieving him. The XO gave me all the 
reasons why I couldn t go, but he never really said no and some¬ 
times in the Marine Corps, silence is permission. I decided that 
that's what it was in this case. I went back to the squadron, got 
an airplane, and loaded all of Howard's flight gear into the back 
seat, tied it down and took off. The controller, of course, asked me 
where I was going, but I faked a radio failure and headed for 
Ubon. 

Howard had climbed on that C-47 in his smelly, sweaty 
flight suit and nothing else, including money. But he is a great 
guy...a real personality...and he proved it to me that night. When I 
walked into the Officers Club at Ubon. there was Howard at the bar. 
in a suit, buying people drinks. He had just finished telling all the 
A ir Force types that his buddy was going to steal an airplane and 
come over from Danang to pick him up. Well, those kinds of 
things just can t happen in the Air Force and no one believed 
him. At that moment. I walked in the bar with his flight gear 
under my arm. grabbed him, and said, "Howard, let's get the 
hell out of here before they find out the airplane is gone!'' 

Those Air Force guys couldn’t believe it! Howard changed 
into his flight suit right there in the bar, gave the borrowed 
clothes back to the generous Air Force type who still couldn't 
believe what was happening. Howard was so drunk he could 
hardly walk, but we managed to get him out to the airplane. The 
line crew was fueling us and I was real anxious to get on my way, 
when I spotted the duty officer heading our way in is car. The Air 
Force had a habit of treating you like a guest...almost like they 
do here in the States and the duty officer was going to make sure 














This Phantom was a recent arrival with VMFA-323 and had not yet been 
painted with the squadron’s markings. It is loaded with M-117 750 
pound bombs. VFMA-323 was part of MAG-13 at Chu Lai during Decem¬ 
ber of 1967. (USMC) 

that we were treated well. I knew that if he saw Howard in the 
condition he was in that he would never let us take off, so I 
shooed Howard off into the grass, told him to lie down and not 
say a word. After I had assured the duty officer that we had been 
treated well and would soon be out of his hair, he drove off. I got 
Howard strapped in, put his oxygen mask on and he was out 
like a light. 

We got offabout 0330and headedfor Danang, with Howard 
strictly a passenger. I was about 75 miles out of Danang and 
thinking that I was going to sneak back in there and actually 
pull off this improbable rescue, when suddenly my radar in the 
front cockpit came to life. I knew that that meant that Howard 
had turned it on from the back seat. Howard was no back- 
seater, but he knew how to turn on the radar from the casual 
experience we all got in the RIOs seat. The next thing I heard on the 
intercom was, "Let’s run some intercepts!" I said, "Howard, go 
back to sleep!" He wouldn t relent though and was already playing 
with the radar. I kept telling him to just relax and we would be 
home shortly, but he had become the intransigent drunk and 
threatened to talk on the radio ifldidn t run some practice inter¬ 
cepts. Well, 1 sure didn't want him talking on the radio in his 
condition, so I gave in and ran some intercepts on some local 
traffic, which I am sure, never knew we were there. I finally 
managed to get him home from his three days of "MIA 

Another example of some the creative operational decisions 
that were made happened on a mission Ifew into Laos. There 
was a Special Forces camp that was in real danger of being 
overrun and we were trying to drive the enemy off with close air 
support. The weather all over Northern South Vietnam and 
Laos was terrible and it was tough getting airplanes to the 
targets. We got there, expended all our ordnance, but the North 
Vietnamese were still attacking. I dropped my empty rocket 
pods on them, then made too many dry runs, trying to get them 
to break off the attack. I was at bingo fuel minus when Ifinally 
pulled off. The controllers told me that I was about the twentieth 
guy in linefor Danang and that all of us had low fuel emergen- 

This F-4B of VMFA-323 at Chu Lai during 1967, carries Triple Ejector 
Racks (TERs) on the inboard wing stations, a Multiple Ejector Rack 
(MER) on the centerline station and two napalm bombs on the star¬ 
board wing. (Manny Simpson) 


COL D.D. Petty, Jr., commanding officer of Marine Air Group 13 (MAG- 
13) at Chu Lai, makes the 1,000th arrested landing at the base on 17 
November 1967, in an F-4B from VMFA-323. (USMC) 

cies. I knew I would never get into Danang before I ran out of 
gas, so I headedfor Ubon. Ijust barely made it, only because I 
cleaned everything off the airplane, including ME Rs, TERs and 
drop tanks. 

My biggest concent, afler landing, was how I was going to 
explain to Verdi why I had to jettison those tanks, which were in 
real short supply in the squadron. I just knew he was going to 
have my butt! Once again Air Force generosity saved the day. I 
begged the line guys to load a pair of wing tanks on when they 
refueled me and they agreed. Then I thought, "Well, as long as 
I’m going back that way anyway, why not load up with bombs 
and do some good?" They obliged my request for a MER and a 
pair of TERs and loaded me with bombs. I contacted a FAC on 
the way back and got rid of that Air Force ordinance. There was 
a lot of head-scratching back at the squadron when I landed 
with those camouflaged wing tanks and that airplane carried 
those tanks for several weeks after that mission. 

Marine pilots have great sympathyfor the grunts. Most of us 
would not like to go to war with the grunts, so we took every 
opportunity to entertain them when weweren t saving them with 
close air support. I had a good friend who was a battalion 
ground FAC and whenever Ifinished a mission in his area, I 
would make it a point to make a low pass over his position. Now, 
his CO had no use whatsoever for aviators and would have 
screamed bloody murder if we put on an impromptu air show. 

But the troops liked airshows, my buddy liked air shows, and 
most of the other officers liked airshows, so we established a 
radio code word, and when he was around, I would make that 
low pass. If his CO was also around, he would pop a red smoke 
grenade and I would head back to Danang. If the coast was 
clear, he would pop yellow smoke and I would make several low 
passes and some aileron rolls. We must have put on twenty or 
more of these airshows before I blew the barbershop tent down, 
along with most of the clotheslines one day. That finished the 
popularity of the airshows with the troops. Our FACs (Marine 
pilots did duty as ground FAC with the infantry units) were out 
there and they appreciated thefact that we knew they were there 
and were looking out for them. These unscheduled airshows 
were a good way to pump them up and entertain the troops. The 
Phantom was big, fast and noisy. A great airplane for that kind 
of airshow. 















In most cases arrested landings were not necessary and Phantoms 
landing at Chu Lai used drag chutes and brakes. MOREST arrested lan¬ 
dings became necessary when the 8,000 foot aluminum mat runway 
was wet or there were unfavorable winds. (USMC) 


Jack McEncroe poses in front of his Phantom before a mission during 
July of 1968. The Phantom is loaded with bombs and Zuni rocket tubes 
on the wing stations and napalm tanks on the centerline station. (Jack 
McEncroe) 
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These seven F-4Bs of VMFA-323 staged through NAHA Air Base on 
Okinawa while enroute to Vietnam during 1966. (U.S. Navy via Chuck 
Mayer) 

An F-4B of VMFA-323 makes an arrested landing at Chu Lai on 14 
October 1967. The undercoat of asphalt used to widen the runway at 
Chu Lai is evident. Maintenance of the runway at Chu Lai was an on¬ 
going project that took all the expertise of the Marine construction 
crews. (USMC) 


This F-4B Phantom was written off because of a crash landing during 
August of 1968. The F-4 was cannibalized for parts to keep the rest of 
the squadron’s Phantoms operational. (Jack McEncroe) 


This F-4J Phantom of VMFA-232 taxies in on the ramp at Nam Phong, 
Thailand during 1972. The Phantom carries a single Mk 82 500 pound 
low drag bomb on the centerline station, (via John Santucci) 













(Above) An F-4J of VMFA-334 taxies in at Danang after a 1968 mission. 
VMFA-334 was the first Marine fighter squadron to leave Vietnam under 
President Nixon’s troop withdrawal plan. The Falcons moved to MCAS 
Iwakuni, Japan. (USMC) 



(Above) A VMFA-232 Phantom at Nam Phong, Thailand. The base had 
been begun in 1967, suspended in 1968, and quickly finished in 1972 by 
Seabees. VMF-115 and 232 moved there from Danang that year, (via 
John Santucci) 


(Below) VMFA-232’s unit markings evolved from a fairly plain tail with the 
unit insignia in a Red bordered White box, to this Red tailed Phantom 
with a much larger Red Devil insignia. 



(Below) VMFA-232 had flown the LTV F-8 Crusader in combat in Viet¬ 
nam. When they transitioned to the F-4J, they remained at MCAS Iwakuni 
until the 1972 Easter Invasion of South Vietnam forced their transfer 
back into the war zone. (Shinichi Ohtaki) 















Combat Epilog 


The last shots fired in anger by Marine Phantoms were fired at 
the end of American involvement in the Vietnam War. The Phan¬ 
tom. however, continued to serve as a front line combat fighter with 
the Marines long after Vietnam. During the immediate post-war 
years the role of the Phantom was perhaps even more important 
than it had been during the fighting. 

The unilateral pullout from Southeast Asia had sent all the 
wrong signals to America’s enemies. There seemed to be a decline in 
the political will to be the defender of liberty in the world, a percep¬ 
tion that would remain until the advent of the Reagan years. Under 
those circumstances, it was vital that America’s military was capable 
of projecting the force necessary to carry out American foreign 
policy. 

The Marines have always been in the forefront of that projection 
of power. They are often the first military forces to land on foreign 
shores and their close air support was provided by their own aircraft. 
As we left Vietnam, the most powerful aircraft in the Marine inven¬ 
tory was the Phantom and until it was replaced by the F/A-18 Hornet 
during the late 1980s, the Phantom was the aircraft relied upon to 
provide close air support, combat air patrol, and reconnaissance for 



F-4J (BuNo 155737ah) of VMFA-334 on the ramp at Ubon RTAFB, Thai¬ 
land, during a 1968 fuel stop. Marine Phantoms normally flew with fuel 
tanks on the outboard wing stations. (Al Piccirillo via Norm Taylor) 


the Marines. So, while the Marine F-4s were not called upon to 
engage an enemy from the end of Vietnam until their retirement 
from active service, they still performed a vital mission. 


(Above) An F-4J of VMFA-334 on final approach for landing at NAS 
Atsugi, Japan, after a functional check flight on 27 May 1970. The lightn¬ 
ing bolt on the fin and bird on the fuselage are in Red. (Shinichi Ohtaki) 


(Below) An F-4J of VMFA-232 over Yokota Air Base, Japan, during 1973. 
The squadron returned to Japan after the Vietnamese cease-fire and 
the cut-off of combat support funds by Congress. (Norm Taylor) 
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(Above) There were many F-4 squadrons which did not see combat in 
Vietnam and the Marines continued to fly the F-4 long after the Vietnam 
War. One of those squadrons was VMFA-513 Flying Nightmares, based 
at MCAS Cherry Point during April of 1970. (USMC via Jack Hunt) 


(Below) A Red and White Satan’s head is painted on the splitter plate of 
this F-4J (BuNo 155801 ai) of VMFA-232 at Misawa AB, Japan, on 19 July 
1974. The names on the canopy rail are in White against a Red back¬ 
ground. (Norman E. Taylor) 
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An F-4B of VMFA-312, 2nd Marine Air Wing, in the markings carried by 
the squadron during 1972. The Checkerboard on the tail is now carried 
in a chevron style with a Red outline below and a Yellow outline above 
the chevron. (Norman E. Taylor) 


VMFA-312 


During 1966, VMFA-312 carried Black and White checkerboard squad¬ 
ron markings across the top of the fin and rudder with a thin Red border 
across the bottom and a thin Yellow border across the top of the chec¬ 
kerboard. (Norman E. Taylor) 
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(Above) By the 1980s the camouflage carried on the Phantom had 
changed to overall flat Gull Gray. The earlier White undersurfaces were 
meant to reflect the energy of nuclear explosions. As the nuclear option 
became remote and dogfights with enemy fighters became a more 
realistic threat, the camouflage was changed to suit the threat. The 
squadron markings were in Black and shades of Gray. (Norm Taylor 
Collection) 


(Below) The latest camouflage carried by Phantoms of VMFA-312 is a 
low-visibility Gray scheme intended primarily for air-to-air combat. All 
national, service and unit markings are in various shades of Gray with no 
White or Black carried on the aircraft. (Campbell) 

























This F-4B (BuNo 151437) of VMFA-251 Thunderbolts is parked on the An F-4S Phantom of VMFA-251 on the ramp at MCAS Beaufort during 
ramp of MCAS Beaufort, S.C., during the Fall of 1968. MCAS Beaufort 1980. The F-4S was a follow-on improvement of the F-4J which featured 
was the site where the movie “The Great Santini” was filmed. (USMC via maneuvering slats on the wing leading edge, as well as more sophis- 
Jack Hunt) ticated avionics. (Fred Harl via Norm Taylor) 



An F-4J of VMFA-333 Shamrocks at MCAS Beaufort in December of A VMFA-333 Phantom on the flight line at Beaufort during May of 1985. 
1969. The unit markings consisted of three Green shamrocks on a “Bear” Lasseter and “Little John” Cummings became the first Marine 
White field bordered by Green stripes. (USMC via Jack Hunt) crew to score an aerial victory in Vietnam when they shot down a MiG-21 

on 11 September 1972. They were in turn shot down by a SAM on the 
same mission. They were flying off USS AMERICA (CV-66) at the time. 
(Fred Harl via Norm Taylor) 


When VMFA-235 turned in their F-8 Crusaders for F-4J Phantoms, 
CAPT Manny Simpson designed four paint schemes, two of which were 
actually applied to squadron Phantoms. This Phantom was painted in 
the scheme which was not selected (the winning design featured a star- 
spangled Red nose). (Simpson) 





























Older Phantoms began going into storage at MASDC, Davis Monthan A section of F-4N Phantoms of VMFA-531 patrol over the Indian Ocean 
AFB, Arizona, during the early 1970s. This F-4B (BuNo 149435) of during April of 1980. The Phantoms are armed with AIM-9 Sidewinder 

VMFA-531 is being prepared for storage during June of 1973. (G. Geer air-to-air missiles on the inboard wing stations. (U.S. Navy) 

via Norm Taylor) 





(Above) Many F-4Bs were upgraded to F-4N standards with improved (Below) Marines began flying from carriers on a regular basis during 
avionics, ECM gear and strengthened wings. This Phantom (BuNo 161007) 1971, after a nearly ten year hiatus. The practice has continued to this 
is an F-4N assigned to VMFA-531 during the 1980s. (Norm Taylor) day. VMFA-531 flew its F-4Ns from USS CORAL SEA (CV-43) while 

deployed to the Indian Ocean during 1980. (U.S. Navy) 

















A pair of F-4Ns (BuNo 150640 in the foreground) of VMFA-323 on the 
ramp at lyndall AFB, Florida, during a cross country flight on 21 Novem¬ 
ber 1979. (USAF via Norm Taylor) 


VMFA-323 changed squadron markings during 1972 to include a White 
skull for their rattlesnake to coil around. These Phantoms were on a 
refueling stop at Kelly AFB, Texas, on 13 October 1972. (Norman E. 
Taylor) 




The ultimate Aggressor aircraft; a pair of USAF flown MiG-21 Fishbeds 
escort a Phantom of VMFA-323 over the Nevada desert. The USAF 
received a number of ex-Algerian Air Force MiG-21 s from the Israelis 
after the Six Day War of 1967. The MiGs were operated from a secret 
base in Nevada in the Aggressor role. (Not an official photo) 

A VMFAT-101 F-4B taxies in to the flight line at Tyndall AFB, Florida, on 
22 September 1972 for the William Tell weapons meet. The meet is held 
at Tyndall on even numbered years during late September and early 
October. (Norman E. Taylor) 
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(Above) An F-4J (BuNo 153888) of VMFA-451 chocked on the ramp at 
Tyndall AFB, Florida, on 21 November 1979. At this time, the Warlords 
were based at MCAS Beaufort, S.C. (Norm Taylor Collection) 


(Below) This VMFAT -101 Phantom carries what every fighter pilot would 
consider the most appropriate tail code for his airplane, Sierra Hotel. 
(Shinichi Ohtaki) 





























This F-4N (BuNo 152208) was one of 228 F-4Bs modified under the 
Navy’s Service Life Extension Program (SLEP) which updated the sys¬ 
tems and improved the airframes of F-4Bs giving them a new lease on 
life. (Norm Taylor) 


VMFA-122 eventually transitioned to the F-4S. Three of the Phantoms 
carry the transitional overall Rat Gull Gray camouflage scheme, which 
allowed full size/color national and service markings, while the last 
three aircraft have been painted in the latest subdued Navy/Marine 
Phantom camouflage scheme. (Norm Taylor) 


This F-4S (BuNo 153800) of VMFA-122 was modified from the first F-4J 
of the block nineteen series aircraft and carries the overall Gloss Dark 
Gull Gray camouflage scheme in use during 1981. (Fred Hart via Nor¬ 
man E. Taylor) 




















This F-4J (BuNo 153798) of VMFA-212 Lancers was assigned to the 
Commanding Officer of MAG 21, based at MCAS Kaneohe, Hawaii, on 
16 January 1975. The Phantom carries a Pineapple on the splinter 
plate. (Dr. J.G. Handelman) 


This F-4J (BuNo 155823) was one of the J models converted to F-4S 
standards and assigned to VMFA-115. This Phantom carries the squad¬ 
ron’s special Bicentennial markings. 


This VMFA-115 F-4S (BuNo 155825, from a block 20 F-4J) Phantom car¬ 
ried an unusual camouflage scheme of overall Gloss Dark Gull Gray with 
White unit and service markings during November of 1979 at NAS 
Miramar, California. VMFA-115 was part of the 1st Marine Air Wing. 
(U.S. Navy) 














































An F-4B of VMFA-321 at NAS Andrews, Washington, D.C. on 9 May 
1975. Recognizing the necessity to pass on lessons learned in Vietnam, 
the Marines established a program aimed at teaching direct support. 
Marine Aviation Weapons and Tactics Squadron One (MAWTS-1) at 
MCAS Yuma, Arizona, is assigned the mission and during 1978, all 
Marine squadrons sent representatives to MAWTS. (C. Eddy via Nor¬ 
man E. Taylor) 
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An F-4S (BuNo 153884) of VMFA-321 at NAS Andrews on 4 September 
1987. This Phantom carries air-to-air missile simulator pods on the 
inboard wing stations and the latest air-to-air camouflage. (G. Cockle 
via Norm Taylor) 
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An F-4B Phantom (BuNo 150429) of VMFAT-201 on the ramp at MCAS 
Cherry Point, North Carolina during May of 1969. VMFAT squadrons are 
tactical training units that teach F-4 combat operations to new Phantom 
crews. (USMC via Jim Sullivan) 


A flight of four F-4s of MAG-11 (VMFA-531, 323, 314 and VMCJ-3) fly 
over the California desert during group training on 17 May 1969. (via 
Roy Stafford) 


This flight of Fleet Marine Force Pacific (FMFPAC) aircraft from MAG-11 
includes F-4Bs of VFMA-314,323, and 531, along with an RF-4B and EA- 
6A of VMCJ-3. Both types were in the twilight of their careers with the F/ 
A-18 replacing the F-4. (via Roy Stafford) 

















The MiG-killing success of VF-96 and VF-161 prompted many Phantom 
squadrons to paint the tails of their Phantoms overall Black, including 
reconnaissance squadrons! This Black tailed VMCJ-1 RF-4B is on final 
approach for landing at MCAS Iwakuni, Japan, during 1972. (Norm 
Taylor Collection) 


This RF-4B of VMC J-2 Playboys has pulled enough Gs to create wingtip 
vortice contrails in the humid air over MCAS Cherry Point, N.C. (via 
Roy Stafford) 


An RF-4B of the newly formed composite photo squadron, VMFP-3, 
catches a wire aboard USS KITTY HAWK (CV-63). The squadron was 
aboard for its annual carrier qualifications during 1976. (McDonnell 
Douglas by Harry Gann via Roy Stafford) 

















This RF-4B (BuNo 153099) was one of six Block 25 aircraft built and was 
assigned to VMCJ-2 early in its service life. The Marines were the only 
service to operate the photo reconnaissance RF-4B. (via Roy Stafford) 


An RF-4B of VMCJ-2 is positioned on the catapult during carrier qualifi¬ 
cations. RF-4Bs are equipped with Martin-Baker Mk H-7 ejection seats, 
capable of providing safe ejection throughout the Phantom’s flight 
envelope, (via Roy Stafford.) 



Four RF-4Bs of VMCJ-3 over the mountains of Southern California. A 
total of forty-six RF-4Bs were built for the Marine Corps. The Phantom in 
the foreground (BuNo 151983) is an RF-4B-23-MC. (via Roy Stafford) 
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This RF-4B-21-MC (BuNo 151978) of VMFP-3 carries the squadron’s 
distinctive Green and Gold tail markings. Marine photo squadrons 
VMC J-1,2, and 3 were consolidated into one squadron, VMFP-3, during 
1975 and based at MCAS El Toro. (Shinichi Ohtaki) 


VMFP-3’s Green and Gold markings eventually gave way to tactical 
Gray during the mid-1980s. This RF-4B, which survived the Vietnam 
War, was updated under project SURE (Sensor Update and Refurbish¬ 
ment Effort) during the late 70s. 


This RF-4B-24-MC of VMFP-3 stopped at Shaw AFB, S.C. during a cross 
country flight, on 22 July 1986. Atotal of twenty-nine RF-4BS were mod¬ 
ified under SURE by NARF North Island. They received AN/ASN-92 Car¬ 
rier Alignment Inertial Navigation System (CAINS), AN/ASW-25B Data 
Link System, AN/APD-10 Side Looking Radar, and AN/AAD-5 Infrared 
Reconnaissance Set. (Norman E. Taylor) 
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The well known Phantom Spook character is carried on the tail of this 
VMFP-3 Phantom at El Toro during 1984. The Black Spook is about as 
individualistic as squadron markings are allowed to get with the tactical 
Gray camouflage now in use. (Norm Taylor) 


A sad end for an historic airplane. The number three production F4H-1 
Phantom sits weathering outside the Marine Corps Museum at Quan- 
tico, Virginia. This was the first Phantom flown by a Marine, LTCOL R.J. 
Barbour, who logged his first F-4 hour on 6 October 1959. (via Roy 
Stafford) 


A pair of VMFP-3 Phantoms line up for the catapult aboard USS KITTY 
HAWK (CV-63) during carrier qualifications. With the retirement of the 
RF-8 Crusader, responsibility for some fleet reconnaissance missions 
fell to the RF-4s of the Marine Corps. (McDonnell Douglas) 
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